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Margaret Laurence kot predhodnica kanadskega ekofeminizma: A Jest of God in The Fire-
Dwellers 
Ekofeministična teorija si na vseh področjih prizadeva za družbo brez hierarhije, njen glavni 
cilj pa je sočasna odprava diskriminacije nad ženskami in naravo. Med slednjima je po 
prepričanju teoretikov mnogo povezav, ki omogočajo ohranjanje podrejenega položaja obeh. 
Ekofeminizem je razvit tudi na literarnem področju. Magistrsko delo raziskuje, ali je kanadska 
pisateljica Margaret Laurence, ki je znana po svojih feminističnih in socialnih delih, v svojih 
dveh romanih A Jest of God in The Fire-Dwellers že uporabljala ekofeministična izhodišča in 
ali jo lahko na podlagi izsledkov magistrskega dela označimo za eno izmed predhodnic 
kanadskega literarnega ekofeminizma. Analiza izbranih romanov je potekala v skladu s 
teorijo Grete Gaard, ene prvih teoretičark na svojem področju. Ta je ustvarila sedem kontur, 
kako literarna dela analizirati v skladu z ekofeministično teorijo. Po končani analizi sem na 
podlagi rezultatov odgovorila na raziskovalni vprašanji. Raziskava je pokazala, da romana 
delno prikazujeta ekofeministične ideje oz. izpostavljata problematična področja, ki 
nakazujejo potrebo po ekofeminističnem razumevanju sveta. Na podlagi tega lahko 
Margaret Laurence razumemo kot eno izmed predhodnic kanadskega literarnega 
ekofeminizma. 




Margaret Laurence as a Predecessor of Canadian Ecofeminism: A Jest of God and The Fire-
Dwellers 
Ecofeminist theory strives for a society free of all hierarchies which enable the exploitation 
of nature and women, due to the connections between their positions. Therefore, 
simultaneous liberation of both is necessary. Ecofeminism also reaches into the area of 
literary criticism. The thesis concerns Margaret Laurence, a prolific Canadian author whose 
writing was dedicated mostly to feminist and social matters. I analyzed whether the two 
selected novels, A Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers, display ecofeminist ideas and enable an 
ecofeminist interpretation, which would indicate that Margaret Laurence contributed to the 
development of ecofeminist literary stream. The analysis was in accordance with Greta 
Gaard’s theory about the seven contours of ecofeminist literature – the seven principles by 
which a literary work can be examined. After the analysis, the two research questions were 
answered. The novels partially exhibit ecofeminist ideas and highlight the areas which an 
ecofeminist understanding of the world could improve. Based on the findings, Margaret 
Laurence can be marked as one of the predecessors of Canadian literary ecofeminism.  
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Ecofeminism is an expansion of the feminist theory applied to the relationship between 
nature and humans, which maintains the belief that there is a connection between the 
domination of nature and the domination of women. The hierarchy present both in nature 
and interpersonal relationships is a social construct which enables exploitation. The 
ecofeminist theory recognizes those social problems and strives for a community devoid of 
all hierarchies. Scholars such as Greta Gaard and Patrick Murphy have applied ecofeminism 
to literary criticism. This thesis deals with a prolific Canadian novelist and a short story writer 
Margaret Laurence, more specifically with her two novels A Jest of God and The Fire-
Dwellers. They both feature women struggling in a male-dominated society in which women 
are restrained by assigned social roles and their limitations. Both novels, one exploring the 
adventures of a small-town teacher and the other the problems a suburban housewife 
encounters, were written in the 1960s when ecofeminism had not yet been established as a 
movement.  
In the thesis, I research whether Laurence’s novels display any characteristics of the then 
upcoming ecofeminist theory and, consequently, whether the theory could have established 
itself through the novels. My research questions will therefore be whether the novels allow 
ecofeminist interpretation (Do they display typical ecofeminist characteristics?), and if 
Margaret Laurence can be defined as a predecessor of Canadian ecofeminism. This could 
provide valuable insight into the development of ecofeminist literature, as well as Canadian 
literature in general. While another Canadian author would seem a more fitting topic of 
research due to ecofeminist themes being included in her work, I chose Margaret Laurence 
over Margaret Atwood because there has been little research dedicated to Laurence’s 
influence on the development of ecofeminist literature. This allowed me to make new 
connections and claims about it. The two novels have been selected based on their 
importance in the entirety of Laurence’s opus, which would altogether be too demanding to 
analyze. The two novels represent Laurence’s work well because they display her typical 
topics (such as repression of small-town morals, struggle for power, and personal 
development) and are a part of the Manawaka series: a series of five loosely connected 
novels by Laurence, which is an important touchstone of Canadian literature. 
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The thesis begins with a theoretical part where ecofeminism and its influence on literature 
will be presented through an overview of characteristics typical of ecofeminist prose and 
criteria by which a piece of work can be judged. For this I will rely on Greta Gaard’s theory. 
This will be followed by a presentation of basic characteristics of Canadian literature and a 
short section on Margaret Laurence’s life and work in the greater context of Canadian 
literature, with special regard to topics such as nature and women. The second part of the 
thesis will focus on the two selected novels. Based on the previously conducted theoretical 
research, I analyze ecofeminist traits in both of them, using Greta Gaard’s seven contours, or 
principles, by which a literary work can be examined. My methodology is qualitative as the 
paper’s topic guides the research towards a theoretical direction. I also believe the paper 
shows that Laurence is, alongside Atwood, one of the novelists who enabled ecofeminism to 




2 Ecofeminism  
2.1 What is Ecofeminism 
Ecofeminism, or ecological feminism (a feminist approach to ecology and environmental 
issues), is a branch of feminism which, similarly to the core movement, strives to implement 
changes to the patriarchal society that is based on power relations. Feminism initially 
wanted to end the sexist oppression; however, eventually awareness had been raised to the 
fact that only when all women will be liberated from all kinds of oppressions (the poor from 
classism, women of color from racism, homosexual women from heterosexism, the old and 
the young from ageism, and so forth) will feminism succeed (Warren, “Taking” 4). Feminism, 
subsequently, does not only want to end sexism, but also other forms of oppression which 
put women in a subordinate position. It is important to be aware of how nature is exploited 
in this context, and of the current environmental concerns (which are according to 
ecofeminists undoubtedly feminist issues) because understanding the environmental 
situation sheds light on the position of women around the world and the oppression they 
experience.   
For the purposes of this thesis I rely on Greta Gaard’s explanation of ecofeminism. Gaard, 
who is a renowned and highly influential (eco)feminist scholar, has produced several works 
functioning as the ecofeminist theoretical framework (for example, the essay “Toward 
Global Justice and Planetary Health”, co-authored with Lori Gruen, and her anthology 
Ecofeminism: Women, Animals, Nature) from which my thesis draws many insights. Gaard 
states in her essay “Living Interconnections with Animals and Nature” that ecofeminism 
fights against all forms of oppression and that the “ideology which authorizes oppressions 
such as those based on race, class, gender, sexuality, physical abilities, and species is the 
same ideology which sanctions the oppression of nature” (1). Gaard continues by stating 
that if women are to be liberated, an equal attempt at liberating nature has to be made. This 
belief that the liberation of all oppressed groups has to be dealt with at the same time, if it is 
to be successful, stems from the ecofeminist belief that all forms of life are interconnected 
(“Living” 5). O’Loughlin confirms this belief, stating that ecofeminism is a philosophy trying 
to demonstrate that a simultaneous liberation of women and nature is necessary because 
the two are inseparably connected (146); there is a connection “between the oppression of 
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women in patriarchal society and the exploitation of nonhuman nature in the western 
anthropocentric worldview” (Hartmann 93). 
2.2 The Beginnings of Ecofeminism  
The term ecofeminism (originally eco-féminisme) was first used in 1974 by French feminist 
Francoise d’Eaubonne in her book Le feminism ou la mort (Gaard and Gruen 252). Europe, 
especially France, is where ecofeminist ideas first started to appear in the beginning of the 
1970s. D’Eaubonne believed that two of the most pressing issues are overpopulation and the 
destruction of resources, which both stem from that which has given men power for 
centuries – “their ability to plant the seed in the earth as in women, and their participation 
in the act of reproduction” (Gates 15‒16). 
As Gaard and Gruen state, however, d’Eaubonne’s text was translated from French into 
English in 1989, so it is believed that it had little influence on the almost simultaneous 
appearance of the word in other countries across the world. It is more likely the movement 
appeared out of the necessity to start addressing the feminist-and-ecological issues at 
various conferences and meetings. The social changes of the 1960s and 1970s sparked the 
development of ecofeminism first, alongside the vanguard conferences addressing the 
similarities between the oppression of women and oppression of nature held at the 
University of California, Berkeley, in 1974 (Gaard and Gruen 234).  
The cultural and the radical feminism of the 1970s and 1980s first posed “the nature 
question” (Sandilands 6), which wonders whether the relationship between men and women 
is in any way similar to the relationship men have with nature. However, it is difficult to say 
with certainty when exactly ecofeminism separated from feminism or environmentalism and 
became an independent movement; theoretical works Woman and Nature by Susan Griffin, 
Gyn/Ecology by Mary Daly and Rosemary Reuther’s New Woman/New Earth, all published 
between 1975 and 1978, are often said to be the first ecofeminist theoretical works, while 
feminist theoretician Ynestra King popularized the movement in the beginning of the 1980s, 
which encouraged its further development (Sandilands 15‒28). Kings claimed sexism, 
naturism, racism, classism, imperialism, and other oppressive systems form “a complex 
matrix of oppressions” (King 117). The first traces of ecofeminist theory, however, can be 
noticed as far back as 1949 when Aldo Leopold’s essay “Land Ethic” was first published. In it, 
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Leopold proposes a new environmental ethic which should be aware that all non-human 
elements of the community (such as animals and land) are equal to humans (Warren, 
Ecofeminist 148). 
As mentioned, ecofeminism developed out of an evident need to start answering pressing 
questions regarding the oppression of women and nature. Various research papers, books 
(such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring) and grassroots movements across the world brought 
attention to that. I will mention only a few of the latter. Feminist theoretician Ellen 
O’Loughlin’s research was dedicated to the United Farm Workers (UFW) Grape Boycott, 
which was happening in the USA from 1966 onwards and was part of a movement dealing 
with environmental and women’s concerns. The UFW tried to achieve the elimination of all 
dangerous substances, such as pesticides, from grape production. Those chemicals did not 
only violate nature, but also cause cancer and birth defects. The UFW wanted to expose the 
capitalist logic behind agriculture, which had a devastating effect on nature and people alike 
(146‒166). A similar struggle was taking place in India ‒ a few years later, in 1974, Indian 
women prevented thousands of square kilometers from being cut down by protesting and 
shielding the trees (the movement known as the Chipko protest) (Warren, “Taking” 5). 
Women in the USA were bringing awareness to the dangerous consequences of a nuclear 
leak at Three Mile Island (Gates 15), which is still one of the darkest chapters in USA’s 
nuclear power plant history. These are just three of the many women-initiated peaceful 
movements which facilitated the ecofeminist movement.  
2.3 Ecofeminist Ideas 
Ynestra King described in her essay “Toward an Ecological Feminism and a Feminist Ecology” 
four of the most prominent ideas presented by ecofeminists. These four beliefs are 
demonstrated in all ecofeminist theories. According to ecofeminism, women are believed to 
be closer to nature (which is misused as a justification for their subordination because 
culture is believed to be superior to nature in the Western civilization). Furthermore, life on 
Earth is an interconnected web and not a hierarchy, and only a balanced ecosystem is a 
healthy ecosystem (we must strive to maintain human and non-human diversity; any severe 
interference could ruin the balance in ecosystems), and our relationship to nature and 
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understanding of it should be drastically changed because it is inappropriate and demeaning 
(King in Tassoni 214‒215).  
Ecofeminist theoreticians, such as Janis Birkeland, have also outlined the ideological 
structure of an ideal ecofeminist society: the current society has to be transformed and 
stripped of its deep-rooted hierarchical structure, outdated values, and competitiveness. 
Nonviolence and acceptance of cultural diversity are just two of the concepts that should 
constitute the basis of the new society. Power should not be redistributed and given to 
those who are subordinated in the existent system ‒ instead of power-based relationships, 
relationships should be based on mutual respect, thus devaluing the effect of power. The 
existing patriarchal society is full of false dichotomies, such as art/science, 
experience/knowledge, spiritual/natural, in which one side is valued and the other devalued. 
All of those false dichotomies are based off of the male/female polarity. They encourage 
splits in the society, dividing everything into two poles, and ecofeminism fights to move 
beyond the polarity (Birkeland 20). Patriarchy is based on the ‘self’/‘other’ dichotomy, where 
‘self’ is separated from ‘other’ and thus distant from the interconnectedness between all 
forms of life (human, natural, animal life), which is one of the ultimate ecofeminist 
objectives; this opposition is the cause of hierarchy because a disconnected self lacks 
responsibility and empathy to care for others (Gaard, “Living” 2). In dualism, the ‘other’ is 
negated while the ‘self’ is empowered through its own justification. The privileged self in 
dualisms is always male and the position of the ‘other’ is occupied by women. Thus all the 
valued halves are associated with the male and all the devalued ones with the female (Gaard 
and Gruen 237).  
In her essay “Roots: Rejoining Natural and Social History” Stephanie Lahar says that the 
dominant groups have marginalized other groups throughout history, such as minorities, 
women, non-privileged people, and non-Western people. This marginalization among 
different groups of people is seen as destructive. People have also distanced themselves 
from nature, which is harmful because society is shaped by the surrounding ecosystem; 
separating people from the natural environment they live in is the same as separating them 
from their natural heritage and their “organic context” (96), which Lahar claims has severe 
psychological and social consequences (91‒96).  
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As stated by Birkeland, ecofeminism touches upon politics, culture, and society, claiming 
that the ideology which disconnects the morality of the (female) private sphere from the 
(male) public sphere of politics, science, and industry, needs to be changed. Ecofeminism 
supports the belief that everything in nature has intrinsic value and is important on its own, 
without any outside factors giving it importance. Therefore all forms of life should be 
respected. The anthropocentric view of the universe should be replaced by a more 
biocentric viewpoint, which appreciates the interconnectedness of all life processes. Instead 
of trying to control nature, humans should work with it: in agricultural terms, land should 
not be exploited and natural ecosystems should not be interfered with unless when trying to 
preserve natural diversity (Birkeland 20). Other scholars propose a similar notion; they 
suggests that an ecofeminist ethical position is acting to one’s full potential, being 
compassionate, creative, and eager to form relationships with other members of the 
community – be it humans, animals, or nature (Lahar 111). 
2.4 The Connections between Feminism and Ecology 
The connection between feminist and ecological issues, however, does not seem transparent 
at all times. Warren poses a question about what makes ecological issues feminist issues 
(“Taking” 4). Environmental issues such as overproduction of waste, water pollution, 
deforestation, and others are not only women’s issues ‒ they are issues that affect 
everyone. However, ecofeminists claim that they are primarily feminist issues because 
women are the ones that suffer the most due to these injustices (Gaard and Gruen 240). 
Gaard highlights two principles connecting the female with the natural. In the Western 
tradition, women, nature, and everything associated with the two have been devalued, 
while things connected with men and culture have been elevated. Ecofeminists try to stop 
this dividing process and prevent “feminizing nature and naturalizing or animalizing women” 
(Gaard, “Living” 5) from being a justification for their subordination. Furthermore, the 
effects of environmental issues have had the most severe impact on animals and women 
and their reproductive systems (Gaard, “Living” 5). Warren goes even further and describes 
how forests, water, food production, agricultural technology, toxins, pesticides, and 
ecological issues connected to each of them are related to feminism through examples taken 
mostly out of the so-called “Third World” countries where women face even greater 
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oppression than in the West. Firstly, she claims that in developing countries women depend 
on products from the forest more than men (women are the ones searching for food, 
medicine, and fuel in forests). Deforestation thus impacts their lives more. When forests are 
cut down, women are the ones that have to walk further for these materials. Water 
pollution and droughts cause more problems to women that to men as well because 
alongside children, they are the ones collecting water. Because potable water is so scarce, 
women have to walk further for it, while being exposed to health risks due to unsanitary 
water. Toxins used in food production also pose a serious threat to women and children. 
When it comes to farming, women’s role has been disregarded, even though it has been 
estimated women farmers grow at least 59 % of the world’s food. Agricultural technology 
has been inappropriate for women and no training and education has been directed towards 
women; men have always been its primary recipients (Warren, “Taking” 10).   
Furthermore, Lori Gruen in her essay “Dismantling Oppression: An Analysis of the 
Connections between Women and Animals” draws parallels between female and animal 
oppression. While feminism and animal liberation movement each have their own agenda, 
ecofeminists have merged both ideologies claiming that female oppression cannot be done 
away with without also liberating animals, as they are both manipulated with in the 
patriarchal society. Gruen says that women and animals carry the same symbolic value: they 
are the submissive ‘other’ which preserves the superiority of men (60). 
2.5 Cultural Justification of Oppression 
According to Gruen, ecofeminism stems from deep-rooted cultural patterns. She presents 
four paradigms or historical moments used justifying the oppression of women and animals, 
which both function as an ‘other’ to an empowered man or ‘self’. The first one occurred 
when men started to hunt. They used weapons to tame and kill animals and thus established 
their superiority over the natural world. Culture was based on aggression and violence 
towards the non-culture (nature). Women were excluded from hunting because they were 
smaller and weaker. This distanced them from men and put them alongside animals, with 
which they started to share the subordinate position. Another crucial shift occurred in the 
era of the first agrarian settlements and the need for domestication. The belief that the 
natural world could and should be controlled “permitted the conceptualization of animals as 
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sluggish meat-making machines and reluctant laborers, and women as breeders of children” 
(Gruen 63). Alongside agricultural development, religion was also gaining shape. 
Unpredictable nature and extreme changes in weather, which brought forward droughts, 
storms and frost, evoked fear. Women, who were able to bear new life, were thought to be 
linked with nature (as mentioned before) and therefore also fear. Animals and women were 
consequently often sacrificed in religious rituals in order to appease gods and seek their 
divine intervention in dominating nature. Again, they were the ‘others’ used by men (Gruen 
60‒64). Women’s wombs were compared to fields and soil which could bear seeds planted 
by males (Gaard and Gruen 237). Their role was to serve men and their need to reproduce. 
According to Gruen, industrialization also greatly changed the society. It brought about big 
developments and changes in science. Objectiveness and epistemology were what separated 
the scientist, the active pursuer of knowledge, from the passive object of research. The 
scientific mindset distanced men from animals, nature, and women even further (Gruen 64). 
They were perceived as irrational and emotion-driven, which did not correspond to the 
principles of the male-dominated field. Nature was no longer seen as something alive but as 
a machine which could be analyzed and experimented with; scientists believed that nature 
could be understood through reason (Gaard and Gruen 236). Due to these four paradigms, 
the division between the male and the female sphere has been growing deeper for 
thousands of years. 
2.6 Evidence of Oppression and Ecofeminism’s Agenda to Combat it 
These four patriarchal frameworks are still very powerful, thus giving ecofeminism a strong 
basis to build on. Gruen mentions only a few examples where animals and women still share 
the heavy burden of oppression. Scientific experiments performed on animals are often 
designed to show differences between the two genders; researching intelligence, behavior, 
aggression and other serve to scientifically establish the lower status of women. Female 
animals fill the gap where it would be too difficult to experiment on women. Gruen states: 
“Because women and animals are judged unable to comprehend science and are thus 
relegated to the position of passive object, their suffering and deaths are tolerable in the 
name of profit and progress” (67). Cosmetics and cleaning products are imposed upon 
women as it is their job to be clean and pretty for men. This objectification is harmful for 
animals too because these products are often tested on them. Women have also been 
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relegated to kitchens, to the domestic sphere. Their role is to prepare food, namely animal 
meat. Women and animals have to play a role in the “male-dominated institution of meat 
eating” (72). This all shows women and animals have been reduced to mere objects, ‘others’ 
that can be used, their only role being to please the man. Gruen thus shows that animal and 
women’s liberation go hand in hand, and justifies ecofeminism. One cannot be freed without 
the other.  
Linda Vance in her essay “Ecofeminism and the Politics of Reality” also highlights that the 
nonhuman world is only seen in terms of its value and usefulness to men. Nature is 
separated from humans, it is an ‘other’. She exposes a paradox in literature: a man-against-
nature theme is written about, but a great majority of such literary pieces have been written 
by white men such as Thoreau and Emerson. Women are in a minority. Not only in literature 
are men the leaders but in environmentalism also, because they are more valued as leaders 
and speakers. How can environmentalism then be feminist-friendly? Vance touches upon 
the subject of intersectional feminism and intersectional ecofeminism – a person’s 
background shapes their responses to ecofeminist issues and creates a variety of 
movements gathered under the umbrella term, which is also what ecofeminism is all about: 
the plurality of voices, encouraging discussions, respecting difference. Vance also proposes 
some practical guidelines in order to live the theory out, namely eating locally grown food, 
giving up meat, dedicating time to find more efficient uses of space, reusing, and recycling 
(118‒139). Ecofeminists advocate veganism since animals as part of the natural world should 
not be exploited for food. 
Today ecofeminism, even though separated into many sub-branches like cultural 
ecofeminism, radical ecofeminism, vegetarian ecofeminism, spiritual ecofeminism (the most 
prominent branch which argues that the connection between women and nature is a special 
bond worth celebrating (Wilson 333)) and social ecofeminism (which aims to break this 
connection because it reinforces oppression (Wilson 333)), still fights the same battles. It 
addresses a variety of issues such as the gender pay gap, reproductive technology, and equal 
development. Modern ecofeminism is aware of the criticism directed at it, tries to 
continually include women from all around the world and thus stand by the principles of 
intersectional ecofeminism. Even though the progress of ecofeminism has led to different 
developments than it was expected (that it would become an integral part of the third wave 
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of feminism; but instead activists distanced from it because it was thought to be too 
essentialist in its agenda (Gaard, “Ecofeminism Revisited” 32)) it is still a relevant movement 




3 Ecofeminism and Literature 
3.1 Ecocriticism  
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the way we treat nature is similar to the way we treat 
women. The need to end both oppressions has found its voice in literature also. Ecocriticism 
is the study of nature in connection with literature and since one of the branches of 
ecocriticism is also ecofeminism, it is important to understand its development. 
 According to Zapf, the literary movement of ecocriticism has developed into five directions, 
covering all aspects of the relationship between humans and nature. The first aspect is the 
sociopolitical aspect, which is content-oriented. It examines texts using criteria such as the 
degree of awareness of the environment and nature, and the stance towards nonhuman life 
and ecological issues. Here, literature functions as a medium for change trying to raise 
ecological awareness. The cultural-anthropological aspect explores the human alienation 
from nature in modern society. Its main proposition is that we are disconnected from nature 
and our roots, which causes problems such as emotional displacement. The third aspect, an 
ethical one, calls for changes of our current values, which are centered on humans only. 
Instead, non-human life should be more respected and valued (49‒54). It is typical of 
ecocriticism in general to favor non-urban settings over urban ones (O’Brien 142). Still 
according to Zapf, the fourth aspect of ecocriticism – the epistemological one – strives for an 
open dialogue between different forms of knowledge, without excluding any theories. 
Finally, ecocriticism also explores aesthetic and imaginative dimensions of literature and the 
function literary texts can have in terms of causing actual change through its “fictional mode 
of literary communication” (Zapf 49‒54).  
3.2 Nature Writing 
It is necessary to mention nature writing in order to have a complete overview of the 
position nature has in literature. Ecofeminist texts can also be described as nature writing 
because they fulfill the main criteria of the category, which is nature being one of the main 
themes in the text. The characteristics of nature writing have been analyzed at length by 
Gretchen Legler. She claims that it includes a variety of genres from novels to poetry, ranging 
from fiction to essays. Even more importantly, she draws attention to two dangers of 
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conscientious writing, which re-conceptualizes the human relationship with nature. The first 
one is ‘the Walt Disney syndrome’, which stands for the exaggerated anthropomorphizing of 
the natural world, and the other ‘the Romantic perversion model’ denoting the idea that the 
scientific changes of the Enlightenment caused an unnecessary split between people and 
nature, thus destroying the natural harmony in the world (228).  
3.3 Ecofeminist Literary Theory 
Ecofeminist literary theory is a combination of the ecological and the feminist literary 
perspective. It is a heterogeneous field and is more issue-driven than focused on 
methodology (Buell in Hartmann 88), which will be demonstrated later. It enables literary 
critics to analyze anew how literature presents nature and how this is parallel to the 
presentations of gender, race, class, and sexuality (Legler 227), which means that 
ecofeminist literature is a different approach from how the human-nature relationship was 
addressed during the Romanticism, where nature was idealized as complete pureness to 
which the human race had to return, or in the era of American Transcendentalism where 
regaining harmony with nature was a condition for improving one’s character. Ecofeminist 
literary theory does not apply to literature written by or about women only; it can be used to 
re-read works written by men also. It is a contemporary principle by which literary texts can 
be examined in terms of style, structure, and content (Gaard and Murphy 6‒7).  
Legler writes that with the emergence of ecofeminism, which was a response to the social 
movements of the 1960s and 1970s (the civil rights movement, the feminist movement, 
different environmental movements), literature was also encouraged to support social 
changes. It reacted by including the topics of race, gender, and class into environmental 
literary theory. Ecological literary critics stressed the role literature plays in influencing 
human behavior towards the natural world and the need to include environmental issues in 
literary works. Feminist literary critics, on the other hand, saw that the ecological problems 
are feminist problems because the exploitation of nature has mostly been justified by the 
patriarchal environmental ethic seeing land as ‘a woman’ (227‒228). Consequently, both 
movements found a common platform in literature to advocate their ideas: the ecofeminist 
literature. According to Murphy, the stages of the development of ecofeminist literary 
theory can be compared to the development of feminist literary theory and criticism. 
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Feminist scholars first approached the literary canon, re-evaluated it through the lens of 
gender discrimination, and tried to introduce works by women writers who have been 
neglected due to their gender. Then they dedicated research to how women are 
represented in literature. Literary ecofeminism similarly tries to examine how ecofeminist 
works are represented in the canon, and puts forward works by unjustly marginalized 
women demonstrating ecological awareness and other ecofeminist themes (“The Women” 
45). 
Murphy demonstrates that ecofeminist literary criticism is not genre-related; Murphy reads 
nonfiction, novels, and poems through an ecofeminist lens. What is important is the content 
of these works. They display an awareness of the connection between the oppression of 
women and the environmental crisis, and emphasize the link between the cultural and the 
natural diversity. Both are crucial for survival as biological diversity ensures biotic survival 
while the former takes care of human survival. Cultural diversity means being proud of one’s 
cultural identity and the set of shared values, symbols, and language. It is the opposite of the 
oppressive homogenization of humanity, which is restrictive because it marginalizes and 
suppresses many groups of people (“The Women” 23‒28). In other words, the importance of 
the two diversities corresponds to the belief that everything and everyone has intrinsic 
value, simply because it exists.  
Ecofeminist literary interpretation is open to plurality of approaches, because “ecofeminists 
need to remain open to conflicting viewpoints; they cannot perpetuate the very monologic 
conceptions of truth and hierarchy they seek to resist” (Tassoni 204). Ecofeminism is a 
dialogue, a multiplicity of voices. In an ecofeminist literary context, different ideas can be 
discussed in a broader social and natural environment – an ecofeminist approach to 
literature ensures a more complete consideration of interactions and relationships (Tassoni 
205‒211). 
3.4 The Roles of Ecofeminist Literary Criticism 
Literature can be very powerful and as Legler suggests, one of ecofeminist literature’s most 
important role is being a springboard for criticism of the canon of nature writing, a new basis 
for re-evaluating the works by nature writers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David 
Thoreau, who wrote some of the first nature literature works in the USA. Many canonical 
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writers defined nature as an ‘other’ and judged it against the human world. It can also help 
show how language influences the way we act toward the non-human part of the world and 
vice-versa, how this relationship is reflected in language in terms of syntax, metaphors, and 
concepts (228‒229), at which we take a look in the next chapter. Legler has some advice for 
ecofeminist writers regarding how to follow the ‘emancipatory strategies’ when writing 
about the human-land relationship or, in other words, how to write literature in line with 
ecofeminist theory. Some of the most prominent guidelines are: 
- treating nature as an active subject rather than a passive object of study, 
- eliminating the division between ‘self’ and ‘other’, and equally all other bipolar 
dualisms because they only encourage inequality and hierarchy further,  
- re-eroticizing human relationships with landscape because ritualistic sexual 
intercourse is seen as a way of communicating with nature, 
- historicizing and politicizing nature, 
- the relationship with nature should be an ethical and caring relationship because 
all constituents of the world are equal (Legler 230‒231). 
3.5 The Seven Contours of Ecofeminist Literature 
For this thesis, the most important insight will be taken from Greta Gaard’s theoretical 
works. In her essay “Hiking without a Map” she discusses how she prepared for a class 
where she taught ecofeminist literary criticism. Her walk in the then-untrodden waters 
proved to be a difficult task for her and her students. To help them read a text from an 
ecofeminist perspective, Gaard created the following short questionnaire to bring attention 
to the areas affected by this reading: 
What is the root cause of the problem described by this writer? In solving or responding to this problem, 
what is the role of language? Of vision, seeing, or perspective? What is the role of emotion? Of anger? 
Where is the erotic in the text? How is it portrayed? How does the text redefine key terms, terms you think 
would be central to ecofeminist literary criticism? What is missing? (227) 
In texts which allowed ecofeminist interpretation, there were two main problems: the 
deprecation of nature and all concepts connected with it (women, body, animals) while 
science, reason and men were elevated; and dualisms which caused splits between 
self/other, reason/emotion, humans/nature and all others previously mentioned. A 
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protagonist separated from their origins, from their cultural heritage, from the environment, 
suffers because their identity is shaped through contact with all of those (Gaard, “Hiking” 
224‒244). In order to be able to provide answers to all the questions above, Gaard came up 
with seven contours by which ecofeminist literary criticism can be shaped and which 
ecofeminist literary critics can use when interpreting texts. Ecofeminism in literature 
examines the following seven facets: 
1.  Defining nature:  
Theoreticians research what represents or constitutes nature and the natural in texts 
(usually by the natural environment, animals, or plants). Through research, Gaard noticed a 
pattern in these representations of nature: nature was devalued and persistently feminized. 
2. The Rubik’s Cube of identity: 
One’s identity is shaped through relationships with the environment, with people, animals, 
with the Earth. Due to the separation from nature some experience can occur, such as loss 
of one’s identity. Ecofeminist theory analyzes how the traits of a person’s identity (in terms 
of race, gender, class, and sexuality) influence their relationship with nature, and the effects 
one’s identity has on the position of animals, nature, and humans in a text. 
3. Eating:  
Gaard was interested in how the act of eating was presented in literature. Because it was 
often understood as a way of reconnecting with nature, its portrayal was important for 
understanding the human/nature relationship.  
4. Emotions/anger: 
It also became evident in Gaard’s classes that in ecofeminist literature anger is denied to 
women ‒ their language, as a language of an oppressed group, is rambling, indistinctive, and 
weak. In order to direct one’s anger, one must be able to directly name its source. As women 
are unable to do so, they cannot express their feelings, especially anger. Gaard researches 
how the expression of emotions reflects the relationship between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’. 
5. The erotic:  
As the solution to the two problems is also reconnecting with nature, eroticism is linked with 
it too. Lovemaking with nature is a metaphor for listening to the voice of nature, which has 
long been thought to be lost. It can be celebrated, repressed, or feared. Gaard researched 
where in the text the erotic is expressed, and how.  
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6. Formal elements: 
This contour defines the relationship between the text’s form and content, plots, narrative 
structure, point of view, metaphors, and other literary elements.  
7. Language: 
Language can be a way of solving problems, as it can be a voice of liberation. Gaard was 
interested in what role language plays in constructing the human/nature and the self/other 
relationships (Gaard, “Hiking” 224‒244).   
Warren drew attention to the language used to describe women and nature in general, not 
only in literature. To her understanding, language is sexist because women are described in 
animalistic terms as cows, old bats, pussycats, or bitches. This shows that naturalizing 
(animalizing) women reinforces the women’s inferior position in the patriarchal society, 
where animals are seen as less valuable than humans. Similarly, nature is described with a 
language which feminizes it, namely with expressions such as Mother Nature who is 
perceived as female, a land that is barren if it bears no produce, the nature that is 
conquered, mastered, its secrets penetrated. Feminizing nature reinforces its opression in 
the patriarchal society, or as Warren simply put it: “The exploitation of nature and animals is 











4 Canadian Literature: Ecofeminism  
Ecofeminist tendencies have also been expressed in Canadian literature. The present section 
will present an overview of Canadian literature from roughly 1960s onwards, which is when 
Margaret Laurence started writing her more prominent works, in order to put my research 
into broader context. This period is also the time when many nations, including Canada, 
underwent a period of liberalization, secularization, and nationalization (Topor-Constantin 
6). Canadian literature will be examined through the lens of postcolonialism, nature, women 
and, lastly, ecofeminism. I will take a look at what influenced Canadian literature of the time 
and how themes relevant to this thesis were expressed in literature. As there are not many 
theoretical works analyzing ecofeminism in Canada, I will research what is problematic in 
representations of nature and women in literature, before continuing to describe 
ecofeminist notions in Canadian literature. This will function as a basis for further research, 
in which I will try to show that Margaret Laurence was aware of the environmental and 
feminist issues and encouraged simultaneous abolition of all forms of oppression. 
4.1 Canadian Literature and Postcolonialism  
Not only ecofeminism but also ecocriticism in Canada is strongly connected with the nation’s 
postcolonial identity (Hartmann 90). Canada has a dual status, being a colonizer and the 
colonized at the same time (Topor-Constantin 1). It has always been important for Canada to 
build a strong national identity because they felt threatened by British and American 
colonialism, so they felt the need to protect themselves. Parallel to this notion, Canadians 
saw themselves as victims (Mackey 129) because their nation was often threatened to be 
compromised by other countries and nations; Canadian postcolonial issues involve the 
emancipation from Great Britain, the clash between the new English and French settlers, the 
situation of Canada’s indigenous peoples, people immigrating to Canada from other 
postcolonial nations, and the issues of Canada-related American imperialism. Atwood found 
the reason Canada’s struggle is expressed in literature, also: “[l]iterature has something to 
do with the people who create it, and […] the people who create it have something to do 
with where they live” (Atwood, Survival). A nation’s literature cannot be separated from the 
environment it was written in because the environment forms an integral part of people. 
When a nation’s territory and its autonomy are endangered, this shapes the nation’s 
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collective identity (Atwood, Survival). However, this thought can also be applied to the 
natural environment in the sense of ‘nature defines nation’, which will be demonstrated in 
the following chapter.  
4.2 Canadian Literature and Nature 
Nature has always played an important role in Canadian literature as the earliest evidence of 
nature writing dates back to the times of the establishment of a settler culture and native 
oral literature in Canada (Hartmann 90). Canada is known for its vast forests and clear lakes. 
According to Hartmann, people perceive the immensity of Canadian nature as either a 
challenge or a threat, and this fear of the sublime is reflected in Canadian representations of 
nature (90). Wilson showed that the role nature plays in the mental configuration of 
Canadian indigenous peoples, which are closely connected with nature, and their literature, 
differs from the literature of the nations who arrived later. From their understanding of the 
nature-human relationship, two branches of ecofeminism draw their insights. Spiritual 
ecofeminists rely on the Aboriginal concept of Mother Nature, with which women share 
many connections, in order to reinforce the celebration of this affiliation. Women and 
nature are both seen “life-giving entity” (Wilson 335) and are therefore tied more closely 
than men and nature. Social ecofeminists, however, draw upon Aboriginal peoples to 
provide support for the separation of nature and women. Aboriginal peoples were subdued 
by the colonizers and put on the nature side of the nature/culture polarity; colonizers 
represent culture and knowledge. Women share the side of the spectrum with the 
Aboriginal peoples. “The historical oppression and imagery of Aboriginal peoples as savages 
have thus served as support for dismantling essentialisms that associate women with the 
nature side of the nature-culture dualism” (Wilson 336). Whatever the belief, it is evident 
that nature constitutes a significant theme in Canadian culture (333‒355). 
These representations already show that nature is a central part of Canadian identity and 
literature, which may be why environmental issues raise even more attention in Canada than 
elsewhere and why ecofeminism is relevant there. Oil drilling, fracking, deforestation, and 
the reduction of natural ecosystems, which consequently causes distress to animals, are all 
environmental problems Canada has to face (Rowland 46). In the last decades, with a 
growing awareness of the environmental issues, “the traditional Canadian image of nature 
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as a hostile force that threaten[s] human culture” (Hartmann 90) has changed, with the 
human race becoming equally or even more dangerous to nature than nature is dangerous 
to them. This shift has caused more scholars to start evaluating the position of nature in 
literature. Atwood also highlights the same issue: the problem quickly shifted from how to 
avoid being destroyed by nature to how to avoid destroying it (or her, as nature is perceived 
as a woman in the Canadian mindset). People are set to win this war, which in practical 
senses would mean overexploiting nature’s resources, which would lead to devastating 
environmental problems (Atwood, Survival).  
4.2.1 Nature as a National Symbol 
In Canadian literary works, nature has had different symbolic values, which Mackey 
separated into four clusters. In her essay, she presents four different stages of how nature is 
perceived in Canadian culture: the Canada First Movement’s ideas, the perception of nature 
by the Group of Seven, Margaret Atwood’s attitude towards nature, and finally Northrop 
Frye’s. Mackey claims that nature is an important national symbol, which is interpreted 
differently “depending on the needs of nation-building” (Mackey 125). The use of nature as 
a symbol is also closely connected to gender, as it is presented later. Building of Canada’s 
national awareness has had to tackle two obstacles, namely managing the diverse 
population and immigrants from all over the world, and consequently having to imagine and 
create the nation’s identity. First, Canada was seen as a Northern wilderness, a Britain in the 
North. Its uniqueness stemmed from its northern position and extremely cold winters. 
Canada was thought to be masculine and stronger than the feminine south, which was weak. 
Even the word ‘northern’ was linked with energy, virtue and strength while southern 
countries (like the USA) were connected to diseases, decay, and inferiority. The Canada First 
Movement, a nationalist movement of the 1860s which wanted to encourage loyalty to 
Canada, used “images of race, gender, and nature from a set of intersecting symbolic 
resources […] flexibly to differentiate and define the boundaries of the imagined nation” 
(Mackey 126). The Group of Seven, a group of Canadian landscape painters, also saw one of 
the sources of Canada’s nationality in its natural environment. The weather and landscape 
characteristics were again seen as a distinctive feature of the newly formed nation, because 
the artists believed that nation “identifies itself with its land” (Harris in Mackey 126). Canada 
was still connected with “male-gendered characteristics” (Mackey 127) such as 
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independency, as opposed to the USA and Britain, which were supposed to display female 
characteristics. Furthermore, while the European art movements from the beginning of the 
20th century preferred controlled and civilized nature (meaning neatly arranged gardens, 
accessible terrain, and picturesque images of nature), the Group of Seven painted Canadian 
wilderness, impenetrable forests, and untamable landscapes, because this is from where 
Canadians drew their national identity. In this respect, nature was not inviting to the 
humans, it was where one could get lost or die because it was more powerful than humans. 
Such perception of nature is displayed in works by Margaret Atwood and Northrop Frye, 
also. There is, however, an important difference between how men and women experience 
nature. Frye theorized that male Canadians were appalled by the natural environment and 
consequently “huddled indoors, looked inward, and sought comfort from one another” 
(Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands x). On the other hand, instead of distancing themselves 
from nature after realizing that it would be almost impossible to tame it, women seek refuge 
in it because the interconnection of ‘self’, ‘other’, and land is a female vision of nature (Buss 
in Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands x). This is in accordance with the ecofeminist belief that 
women are closer to nature than men, which according to some theorists proves to be true 
in Canadian culture and literature. To continue, Atwood believed that the fear of Canadian 
wilderness stems from the discrepancy between the English settlers’ expectations and the 
harsh reality they encountered when arriving in Canada. They felt betrayed (Atwood, 
Survival). Frye’s symbolic use of natural processes in his literary works even depicts Canada 
as a “devouring, dangerous and alien female, even a vagina dentata (toothed vagina)” 
(Mackey 128). Gender and nature are thus an important part of Canadian identity (Mackey 
125‒129). 
4.2.2 Survival and the Four Victim Positions 
In Atwood’s literature, more specifically her most important thematic anthology of Canadian 
literature Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, it becomes evident that survival 
and victimhood play a significant part in explaining how nature betrayed the Canadians. 
Atwood agrees that images of nature are very present in Canadian literature. They show a 
nature that is hostile, dead, and unresponsive to people. Because of this status of nature, 
people are isolated from it. Atwood even shows that death by nature (freezing, drowning) is 
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a very common motif in Canadian literature (Survival). She explores even further and comes 
to the following conclusions.  
According to Atwood, due to the characteristics of Canadian nature, the central idea of 
Canadian literature and culture is survival (e.g. as The Island is England’s). It has a dual 
meaning; the motif of survival is used when describing literal survival of the early settlers in 
the hostile environmental conditions or any other Canadian trying to survive surrounded by 
the cold, or it can mean survival of a “crisis or disaster” (Atwood, Survival). Survival can thus 
be physical or mental. Alongside this aspect, preoccupation with obstacles to the survival 
appears. In early literature, the obstacles were found in nature (climate, land, and animals), 
until they became harder to identify as they shifted from external to internal obstacles such 
as motivation, feelings, and emotions. Canada also perceived itself as a victim, as an 
exploited colony, which is oppressed by two entities: the other nations and its own 
aggressive nature. Atwood developed four basic victim positions which explain all different 
literary representation of victims in Canadian literature. The ways in which Canadians acted 
towards nature by which they felt victimized also fit this model. Position one is denying the 
fact that you are a victim. This is very time and energy-consuming as it means pretending 
something apparent is not true. Anger is felt toward other victims, especially if they try to 
communicate their position. Here, one is “pretending that Nature is the all-good Divine 
Mother when you’re being eaten by mosquitoes” (Atwood, Survival). This attitude towards 
nature can be found in the poetry of the 19th century. The second victim position means 
accepting the fact that you are a victim, but justifying it as a result of fate, an act of god or a 
result of other unavoidable circumstances. Nature is here a dangerous enemy against whom 
man is destined to lose. The third position is acknowledging your victimhood and refusing to 
remain passive about it. The cause of oppression is identified and anger can be directed at it. 
This position also implies deciding to win the war against nature. Victim position number 
four is about those who are not victims anymore because all sources of victimization have 
been done away with. Here, man does not feel threatened by nature. He accepts everything 
in his versatile environment and realizes that everything is a process. This model can be very 




An important part of the natural life are animals, which can bear different symbolic 
meanings. Characters in Canadian literature, as can be demonstrated through Margaret 
Atwood’s novel Surfacing, identify with animals in their struggle for a cruelty-free life and 
survival, and “this process of identification ultimately extends towards the environment as 
an exploited entity” (Hartmann 100). Literature about animals in Canada is believed to be 
very realistic. Almost without exception, they end with the animal dying. This death is tragic 
because in nature animals are always the victims and there is no escaping no matter how 
brave or strong they are. They are killed by other animals or by people, with the latter 
causing more pain (Atwood, Survival). 
4.3 Canadian Literature and Women 
Atwood’ Survival also touched upon representations of women in Canadian literature. She 
claims that most of its strong women are old women who “live their lives with intensity, but 
through gritted teeth, and they are often seen as malevolent, sinister or life-denying, either 
by themselves or by other characters in their books” (Survival). Robert Graves divided 
women into three possible identities: the maiden figure of Diana or the young girl, the Venus 
figure or the goddess of love and fertility, and the goddess of the underworld Hecate, who 
holds power over death. All three identities joined represent Nature, a goddess of cycles and 
seasons (Graves in Atwood, Survival). Atwood applied this division to Canadian literature, 
where maidens die at a young age, Venuses are almost completely absent and there is an 
abundance of Hecates. Atwood concludes that the reason for this lies in the Canadian 
natural environment. Because women are believed to be closer to nature, representations of 
women depend on the writer’s environment. Cold and hostile Canadian nature can be the 
cause for women, who are a reflective image of nature, being represented as evil, bitter, and 
inhospitable. Nature as a woman is also a very common metaphor in Canadian literature: 
she is mad, unpredictable, and “a nasty chilly old woman” (Atwood, Survival). However, 
women in Canadian literature display negative emotions or apathy because they are 
unhappy. They hide a Venus and a maiden inside, but are unable to express their true self 
due to oppression they most commonly experience in their domestic environment (Survival).  
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Another characteristic of Canadian literature with regard to women is that sexual love is 
separated from the reproductive ability, as if women have to choose one or the other. The 
majority of women are believed to be only capable of sexual love while only few are actually 
able to bear children (Atwood, Survival). Infertility, as will become evident in the following 
chapters, is present in Margaret Laurence’s novels as well. Women are also suppressed and 
feel trapped in their lives, they have “internalized the values of their culture to such an 
extent that they have become their own prisons” (Atwood, Survival). This is undoubtedly a 
context in which ecofeminism is able to develop.  
4.4 Canadian Literature and Ecofeminism 
A gendered analysis of the human-nature relationship in Canadian society has, according to 
an essay collection The Elusive Land: Women and the Canadian Environment, three areas it 
needs to address. As has already been mentioned, Canadians have a very respectful and 
fearful attitude towards nature. It has been brought to attention that this is only how men 
feel towards the environment; literature by male Canadian writers confirms that for them 
nature means danger and discomfort. Female writers, on the other hand, find save haven in 
the natural environment (Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands x‒xi) as well as an escape from 
“the domestic realm” (Hessing 286). Through identification with the wild, they find a release 
from chaos and a resolution to pressing problems (Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands x‒xi). 
Canadian economy relies on the exploitation of natural resources (forestry, fishing, 
agriculture, and mining), which in itself means an overexploitation of the environment for 
human use. In the field, men are given well-paid jobs while women’s role is completely 
ignored, even though their roles are paramount as “they have salted, dried, packed, and 
canned fish; […] they have transformed billions of potatoes into French fries and tomatoes 
into ketchup” (Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands xi‒xii). This lack of appreciation of women’s 
contribution to the economy is reflected in Canadian literature as well. The last issue is the 
environmental degradation which affects people differently depending on their race, class, 
and gender. People of lower economical class, non-white people, Canadian indigenous 
peoples, and women ‒ they are the ones who have to carry the burden of environmental 
issues when urban centers and industrial plants cause pollution, food and water systems’ 
safety is compromised, and land is abused (Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands x‒xii). 
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In the last decades, since ecofeminism has established itself as an important social 
movement, Canadian literature has recognized its ideas as conducive towards social change. 
Many theoreticians refer to Margaret Atwood as the first writer who introduced 
ecofeminism to Canadian literature (Murphy, Literature 26) and recognize her influence on 
the development of ecofeminism (Rowland 48). She has always been active in her pursuit of 
oppression-free world and has also been a part of Green Party of Canada, trying to solve 
environmental issues. She offered her support to Canadian grassroots movements such as 
Idle No More, which “calls on all people to join in a peaceful revolution, to honour 
Indigenous sovereignty, and to protect the land and water” (“The Movement”) and 
produced novels supporting the ecofeminist agenda. Her first novel, The Edible Woman, 
published in 1969, already exhibits ecofeminist tendencies. While Atwood has produced 
many feminist and ecofeminist works, other writers also share her mentality. Margaret 
Laurence writes about the position of women with special regard to the environment. 
Therefore our attention will now shift towards trying to prove that Laurence’s literary canon 
also influenced the development of ecofeminism in Canada, with special regard to her two 
novels A Jest of God (published in 1966) and The Fire-Dwellers (1969).   
Heather Eaton claims that ecofeminism in Canada has not been spread widely. According to 
her, Canada has had an abundance of environmental movements since 1980s when 
ecofeminism fully developed, but only rarely has a feminist viewpoint been included in 
them. The same is true if we look from the other perspective ‒ ecological issues have not 
been included in the feminist agenda on a regular basis. There have been attempts to join 
the causes, for example at conferences organized by different feminist organizations, at 
which ecological issues were also addressed (Eaton 300‒307). Some theoreticians, however, 
believed it very important to merge both movements in Canada because, among other 
things, “[i]n the midst of an environmentalist critique of resource exploitation and toxic 
imperialism, then, feminist have and important role to play in issuing a reminder about the 
complex gendered dimensions of Canadian environmental history, literature, and 
economics” (Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands xii). Only if the connections between all forms 
of oppression are understood can something be done to improve the situation. According to 
Eaton, even though Canadian writers mostly relied on ecofeminist theory written by foreign 
theoreticians, they saw ecofeminism overtly fit to address the issues of the contemporary 
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patriarchal society. Canadian ecofeminism even has a distinct feature, which is ecofeminist 
spirituality ‒ it encourages awareness of the goodness of life and the intrinsic value of all 
forms of life (Eaton 300‒307). 
Scholtmeijer researched how women and nature are represented in the First Nations 
writers’ works where the environmental and social (also feminist) issues are connected, 
because destruction of the environment means destruction of people; when land is taken 
from indigenous peoples, this does not affect the ecosystem only, but also the core of the 
peoples’ identity. They are forced to change their traditions, their habits, and their 
environment. Animals in First Nations’ literature are human, natural elements also have 
human characteristics. Trees display intelligence, and plants have memories. Women in 
these works and writers see nature as a familiar place, full of tradition, legacy, and comfort 
(Scholtmeijer 316‒334). This is another indicator that ecofeminism in Canada had supporters 




5 Margaret Laurence  
This chapter is largely dedicated to the research of Margaret Laurence’s work with special 
regard to ecofeminism and the two selected novels. First, a brief outline of Laurence’s life 
and work is presented after Topor-Constantin’s study Racial, Ethic, Gender and Class 
Representations in Margaret Laurence’s Writings (Topor-Constantin 43‒69).  
5.1 Life and Work 
Margaret Laurence was born in 1926 in a small Manitoba town of Neepawa. As a child, she 
had to endure many difficulties, including becoming an orphan at the age of nine. Her first 
writing experience came about when she was at college attending her studies at the 
Neepawa College Institute and later the University of Manitoba. This is also where she met 
her future husband, Jack Laurence. The Second World War marked her personally as the 
Battle of Dieppe, where a regiment from Neepawa fought among others, ended tragically for 
the Canadians. Due to her husband’s profession (he worked as an engineer), the couple 
travelled a lot. From 1950 to 1956, Laurence lived in Africa, which is where her first set of 
works was created or at least inspired by the experience. This set was a collection of Somali 
poems and stories translated into English as A Tree for Poverty (1954), a novel This Side 
Jordan (1960), a collection of short stories The Tomorrow-Tamer (1963), The Prophet’s Camel 
Bell (1963), which is Laurence’s travel memoir, and an anthology of Nigerian writers Long 
Drums and Cannons: Nigerian Dramatists and Novelists 1952‒1966 (1968), which she edited. 
In this period, Laurence was first confronted with colonialism, the duality of the oppressor 
and the oppressed, social awareness, responsibility, and ethics. Despite the fear of 
appropriation of voice, Laurence presented a genuine, stereotype-free image of the Africans. 
Before returning to Canada, where, Laurence only later realized, her home was, she travelled 
to England with her two children. Leaving her husband behind was indicative of the 
problems in their marriage, which eventually ended in a divorce. The second part of her opus 
consists of stories placed in Canada. The Manawaka cycle, which was inspired by her 
childhood in Neepawa, after which Laurence modeled the fictional town of Manawaka, 
consists of four novels and a short story collection: The Stone Angel (1964), A Jest of God 
(1966), The Fire-Dwellers (1969), the collection A Bird in the House (1970) and The Diviners 
(1974). She also wrote a collection of essays called Heart of a Stranger (1976), four children’s 
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books, and a memoir Dance on the Earth: A Memoir (1989). In 1987, Laurence died due to 
lung-cancer-related health issues (Topor-Constantin 43‒69).  
5.2 Main Literary Themes  
Laurence’s work comprises of pieces belonging to different genres ranging from fiction to 
realistic works, novels, critical essays, short stories, and young adult literature (Topor-
Constantin 43). Tone-wise, her works display “irony and even sarcasm, humour, 
industriousness and audacity to speak up her mind and to take risks” (53). The totality of 
Laurence’s work undoubtedly influenced her contemporaries and the upcoming generations 
(13).  
According to Topor-Constantin, her opus can be roughly divided into two main parts based 
on the settings of the literary work: the African and the Canadian works. In the first, she 
deals with postcolonial issues and obstacles of a colonized nation. In the second, she returns 
to her homeland to deal with problems of “gender, class and racial discrimination” (141) 
which reside in patriarchy-dictated Manawaka, a town where ethnic minorities, lower-class 
residents, and women face oppression. With expressing her opinion on the matter, Laurence 
thus situated her work into the wider field of feminist and postcolonial discussions (23). The 
lives of people who are oppressed or neglected due to their race, gender or class have been 
present in Laurence’s works ever since she first started writing, but this theme was only fully 
developed in the Manawaka series. Regarding gender-related oppression, which is the priory 
of this thesis, Laurence describes how white female protagonists of Manawaka, African, and 
Metis women try to escape the socially prescribed boundaries (xv). She was focused on 
depicting the lives of women who struggle with their roles as wives, mothers, and ambitious 
individuals at the same time, which also bears an autobiographical note (23‒27). She did not 
believe that a woman’s only place was at home (Atwood, “Face” 43) and instead strived for 
more in real life and in her literature. She admits, though, that when she first started writing, 
she felt “enormous guilt about taking the time for writing” away from her family (Atwood, 
“Face” 44). Even though Laurence contributed to the development of the feminist 
movement and encouraged debates on the issue, she never actively participated in the 
feminist movement herself (Laurence, “Ivory Tower” 23). Literature was her way of 
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conveying the message to the people, which is why the movement took Laurence’s literature 
for their own (Atwood, “Face” 44). And her message was the following: 
I’m 90% in agreement with Women’s Lib. But I think we have to be careful here … for instance, I don’t think 
enough attention has been paid to the problems men have and are going to have increasingly because of 
the changes taking place in women. Men have to be reeducated with the minimum damage to them. These 
are our husbands, our sons, our lovers … we can’t live without them, and we can’t go to war against them. 
The change must liberate them as well. (Atwood, “Face” 44) 
Laurence was aware of the self-other polarity. In her works, the ‘others’ are the British and 
the French, so the initial nations, the First Nations, and the ethnic minorities (Topor-
Constantin 18) and also undoubtedly women as opposed to men. The Battle of Dieppe is one 
of the most important leitmotifs in her opus and it appears in almost every one of her novels 
(Atwood, “Face” 43), so in The Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers as well. Her importance for 
Canadian literature has been recognized by many, for which reason she was made a 
Companion of the Order of Canada in 1972, and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada five 
years later. 
Laurence also harbored environmental and humanist concerns. In 1969, she joined an 
organization called Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, believing nuclear plants are 






6 A Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers: A Short Introduction into the Novels 
Both novels are part of the Manawaka series taking place in the fictional town of Manawaka, 
modeled after Laurence’s birth town Neepawa. The series shows the life in Manawaka over 
many decades (most novels are set between 1960s and 1970s) and present stories 
connecting different generations of the same families. The Manawaka series is symbolic of 
all prairie towns and represents the totality of Canadian society from ethnic diversity to 
gender issues and the search of identity. It is said to be a mirror image of the Canadian 
people (Hughes 114). One of the families from the series is the Cameron family, whose two 
members found their place in A Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers. Rachel and Stacey are two 
sisters, both main protagonists of their respective novel. While Rachel still lives in 
Manawaka, Stacey has escaped it, however, she found herself trapped again in a different 
environment. All of Laurence’s female protagonists want to escape Manawaka because of its 
“hypocritical and bigoted attitude” (Powers 48). It is a stagnant town where little happens. 
Women have to follow gender roles imposed by men, which Laurence’s characters 
ultimately decide to reject.  
The following chapter first gives a short summary of both novels in order to recap the main 
events in the protagonists’ life and make the analysis easier. Then, Greta Gaard’s seven 
contours of ecofeminist analysis are applied to the novels. The analysis is concerned with the 
question whether the novels display any ecofeminist ideas or allow ecofeminist 
interpretation, which would show that Margaret Laurence was one of the predecessors of 
Canadian ecofeminism.  
6.1 A Jest of God 
This is a novel about Rachel Cameron, a 34-year old teacher. Her life is dictated by 
Manawaka’s expectations of her, the school principal Willard’s and her mother’s neediness, 
which both restrict her and suppress her expectations of life. Her colleague Calla is the one 
to introduce her into religion – she attends services at the Tabernacle, where they follow St 
Paul’s testament. Even though Rachel is skeptical about it, she acquires the gift of tongues, 
their ultimate goal. Her life reaches a turning point when she runs into an old friend, Nick 
Kazlik. They engage in a short, mostly physical affair through which Rachel is forced to find 
her own voice. Rachel believes she is pregnant and is already planning her life as a single 
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mother while her womb is growing a benign tumor instead of a child. She seeks comfort with 
Calla, with whom she becomes good friends, and Hector, the town’s undertaker. Hector took 
after the business after Neil Cameron’s (Rachel’s father) death. At the end of the novel, 
Rachel finally decides to escape Manawaka with her mother and move closer to her sister 
Stacey to Vancouver. 
6.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
The second novel analyzed in this thesis was written when Laurence was going through the 
biggest changes in her life, as she describes in her memoir: “I was in the last stages of 
rewriting The Fire Dwellers but couldn’t work during the holiday. I also realized that Jack and 
I were not going to get back together. I was in a state of constant tension and constant 
diarrhea. I kept gulping down medicine and, in a quite futile way, rewriting parts of The Fire 
Dwellers in my mind” (Dance 190). Even though she fiercely denied that the novel is 
autobiographic (Dance 209), the main protagonist Stacey’s voice carries an undertone of the 
realization that changes need to be made.  
The story revolves around Stacey MacAindra and her family – her husband Mac and her four 
children Jen, Ian, Duncan, and Katie. Her life is restricted to the domestic sphere: she is a 
wife and a mother. Mac gets a new job, where his new boss is Thor Thorlakson, who puts 
him in uncomfortable situations and displays negative feelings towards Stacey, also. Buckle, 
Mac’s comrade from the war and still a regular visitor to the MacAindras’ home, is the one 
who evokes Stacey’s occasional sexual fantasies. One of Stacey’s only friends is Tess Fogler, a 
seemingly perfect neighbor. Otherwise, Stacey’s social life is limited. She accepts Buckle’s 
invitation for a ride with his truck, which ends miserably, as Buckle later lies to Mac that they 
had had sex. Mac does not believe Stacey and refuses to resolve the issue. He and Stacey get 
into a fight and Stacey leaves for the beach to think about her marriage. There she meets 
Luke who is much younger than Stacey. They begin having an affair but soon end it because 
Stacey is unable to leave her family. When Buckle dies in a car accident, Mac and Stacey 
make amends. He confesses to Stacey that he knew she did not have an affair with Buckle 
and admits to having cheated on her with one of his coworkers. Stacey, however, does not 
disclose her relationship with Luke. The novel ends with Mac getting a promotion after 
Stacey finds out that Thor is actually from Manawaka, her hometown, and that he created a 
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false persona in order to escape his childhood trauma. Tess suffers a mental breakdown and 
is taken to a mental institution. Mac’s father Matthew moves in with the MacAindras as he is 





7 Ecofeminist Interpretation of A Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers 
7.1 Defining Nature 
7.1.1 A Jest of God 
An ecofeminist understanding of the natural world is that it is wrongly devalued and 
persistently feminized in order to be diminished, as women also share a subordinate position 
in the patriarchal society (Gaard, “Hiking” 227). Ecofeminist literature tried to expose this 
situation in order to invoke the necessary changes. This contour will analyze the 
presentations of the natural world in A Jest of God, which reflect the author’s own beliefs 
too as Laurence admitted that cities as well as wilderness make her nervous (Atwood, “Face” 
43).  
Nature is very much present in the novel. Juxtaposing of the urban environment of 
Manawaka and the natural world soon becomes evident. Even though Manawaka is a small 
town and not a large city, it is still the opposite of the natural world as seen in the following 
excerpt from the novel: 
I turn at River Street and walk past the quiet dark brick houses, too big for their remaining occupants, built 
by somebody’s grandfathers who did well long ago out of a brickworks or the first butcher shop. Long ago 
meaning half a century. Nothing is old here, but it looks old. The timber houses age fast, and even the brick 
looks worn down after fifty years of blizzard winters and blistering summers. […] This is known as the good 
part of town. Not like the other side of the tracks, where shacks are and where the weeds are let grow 
knee-high and not dutifully mown … (13‒14) 
Manawaka is a place of concrete sidewalks, buildings, and cold streets. Conversely, outside 
of town, nature is still untamed and pristine. It is “far from that sharpness and coldness” 
(176) of the town. It is where flowers grow, as Rachel knows, because she asks her students: 
“Did any of you go out for a walk, beyond town? Did anyone find any pussywillows?” (6). 
However, it is clearly implied that the urban environment is believed to be superior to the 
natural one, with which ecofeminists disagree, because nonurban environment is preferred 
to the urban one (O’Brien 142). The natural world has thus been almost completely erased 
from the town, except for a few still existing remnants, which Rachel deeply appreciates. The 
street on which Rachel lives with her mother, Japonica Street, is where the natural seems to 
be stronger than the cultural. Tall spruce trees grow there, which are “shutting out prying 
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eyes or the sun in summer, the spearheads of them taller than houses, the low branches 
heavy, reaching down to the ground like the greenblack feathered strong-boned wings of 
giant and extinct birds” (16). A respectful and appreciative attitude towards nature is 
displayed in Rachel’s descriptions, which fits the traditional Canadian relationship with the 
natural world described in the previous chapters. Laurence selected rich adjectives, colors, 
and precise wording to convey the descriptions of the natural world. When Rachel imagines 
a safe place to escape the troubles of the real world, she imagines herself going to the beach 
or a thick forest where “spruce trees bend, bend down, hemming in and protecting” (24). In 
nature, even though only in its mental image, she feels protected and free. The natural 
world, especially the sky and the intensity of the wind, also mirrors her feelings, which 
indicates she feels connected with the natural world.  
There are, as mentioned, several descriptions of nature, with the most attention being 
dedicated to the following three levels: flowers, animals, and the wind. Animals are in this 
novel used in the descriptions of people. On several occasions Rachel compares her 
colleagues to various animals, most of them displaying a negative understanding of animals. 
When she describes Willard, the school principal, who uses every opportunity to show his 
superiority, she says that “[h]is eyes are pallid, like the blue dead eyes of the frozen 
whitefish […] and I always choked on that fish” (9). She also thinks to herself that “there is 
something reptilian about the look of him. Not snakelike – more a lizard, sleek, dry-skinned” 
(10). She compares Calla to a “wind-dishevelled owl” (32), a preacher in the Tabernacle’s 
voice to a husky’s (41), and talking about her pupils, she says that “[c]ertainly they’re all 
unique, but like the animals’ equality, some are more unique than others” (4). This shows 
that Rachel is aware of the hierarchy among animals, a stratification, which ecofeminism 
tries to do away with. Rachel compares her mother to a “butterfly released from winter” 
(52), herself to a “greyhound being led out for a walk” (52) or a “tame goose” (165) when 
she is self-aware of her awkwardness. Additionally, she compares Hector to a lynx and a cat 
(157), and Nick Kazlik to a hawk (109). Her choice of animals corresponds to Rachel’s 
fondness of a person.  
The wind is a part of nature that seems to be omnipresent. Descriptions of its strength and 
harshness are the most common means of naturalistic description in the novel as Rachel 
says that “[t]he spring wind is making me shiver” (4), because it “is still northern and knifing” 
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(4). The wind is always cold, its power overwhelming, and the leaves of “the maples are 
being pulled and torn like newspaper” (36) in it. This also displays the typical Canadian 
relationship towards nature, which is a fearful one. Some researchers of Laurence’s work 
claim that the wind carries a deeper meaning than simply being representative of nature’s 
powers. The symbolic value of the wind is thus highlighted, which, according to Blewett, 
suggests the presence of the Holy Spirit, or some other divine presence (186).  
Besides the abundance of animal images, flowers are also mentioned regularly. Violets, 
dandelions, sunflowers, pussy willows, tulips, and wild roses are the elements of nature 
appreciated by Rachel. All these flower species grow without any human meddling – this 
indicates that Rachel prefers untamed, wild nature as opposed to neatly arranged gardens, 
bouquets and flower arrangements. The natural and the feminine are intertwined in the 
novel as Rachel remarks that a flower is ‘’just about to give birth to the blue-purple blossom” 
(11), which shows a feminine understanding of nature.  
7.1.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
What is immediately apparent to the reader is the sharp juxtaposition of the natural and the 
urban environment, which cannot coexist in the same area since one always tries to out-
power the other. Stacey’s occasional trips to the city center are filled with these kinds of 
images, as she sees that “pigeons are shitting all over the granite cenotaph” (4) and, 
admiring the gulls, she realizes that “the city is doing too much shrieking itself to hear the 
gulls” (7). Animals seem to be victimized by the urbanized ecosystem, which is in accordance 
with Atwood’s claim that animals are represented as victims in the Canadian literature 
(Atwood, Survival). The overall presentation of the city is very realistic and negative, focusing 
on the lowest strata of the society – Stacey sees it as a repulsively dirty place, filled with 
homeless people, prostitutes, and drug-addicts, all desperate and emotionally drained. At 
the same time the city is bombarded with advertisements promoting mass consumerism, 
and news titles which frighten Stacey with their negativity as they report murders, war, and 
fire-related accidents (5‒6). Stacey feels that despite living there for 20 years, she does not 
know the city nor feel at home there, and knows that she “wouldn’t have, in any city” (6) 
because she comes from a small town of Manawaka. The city is loud and aggressive: “The 
traffic is like two shoals of great metallic fish, frantic to get back to the spawning grounds, 
but not moving with the fine silence of fishes. Hooting and honking. Grinding of gears. 
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Starting and stopping. And people yelling. The noise strikes at Stacey.” (9). In contrast, she 
gazes through her living room window “at the snow mountains, far off” (9) and wishes she 
“could go there, just for a while, with no one else around and hardly any sounds at all” (9).  
Images of fire, as the title of the novel suggests, are constant throughout the novel. They are 
representative of “the upheavals of the external world and the fragility of life itself” (Francis 
in Laurence, The Fire ix). Fire in the novel is also something controlled by man, something 
harmful to the natural environment. It is also an important element of a lullaby reappearing 
in the novel ladybird, ladybird, fly away home; your house is on fire, your children are gone, 
which appears when Stacey is observing buildings in the city that are “charred, open to the 
impersonal winds” (Laurence, The Fire 10), dreams of burning forests where all men have to 
go and fight the fire and obey “the law of the land” (Laurence, The Fire 28). The city lights 
remind her of flames and news titles disturbing Stacey are full of fire-related accidents. The 
urban environment always has a fire burning somewhere, which Stacey sees as destructive 
to humans and to the natural environment. 
The natural environment is always depicted as unspoiled, pristine, or a safe haven. The novel 
shows that nature is to be respected because its force is overwhelming, which is aligned with 
a typical Canadian understanding of nature presented in the first part of the thesis. Animals 
which are domesticated act differently because their freedom is not respected. Duncan 
almost drowns in the sea and Stacey starts wondering about the sea’s depth and the 
creatures it contains. Stacey shows attention to animals and deep appreciation of them – 
her memories, which permeate the narrative, are almost without exception dedicated to 
animals and nature, in opposition to the reality of living in the city. These memories are 
always positive. She thinks back on the time when she watched gulls at the beach and 
admired their knowledge of survival (8), imagines driving away to a place of “clear brown 
water over the shifting green stones, where the pine and tamarack and the thin spruce trees 
stand a little way off […] where the tall barbed grasses are never touched or cut […] where 
only the bees make their furred music” (19). She remembers going to the Timber Lake when 
it was still unpolluted and not crowded with tourists (36), and the enchanting Diamond Lake, 
which has been abandoned by animals after people invaded their ecosystem (176). She 
dreams of thick rainforests and pristine Canadian nature. She associated the natural 
environment with the times when her relationship with Mac was still caring and fulfilling – 
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lusting for it has made her lust for nature as well. Stacey identifies with the wild, which 
offers her release from every-day problems as well as solutions to them. Fulfilling sexual 
intercourses she describes in her memories are a symbolic interconnection of ‘self’, ‘other’ 
and the land, which is a female vision of the nature (Buss in Hessing, Ragion and Sandilands 
x). 
Stacey cares about the environment and displays ecological tendencies. She cares about 
chemicals being put in lakes to clear it of snails (43), discusses natural cosmetics with Tess, 
which is “much more compassionate” (191) because animals do not have to suffer for it, and 
condemns animal cruelty in general. She identifies parts of her body as parts of nature: her 
stretch marks look to her like “little silver worms” (17). 
7.2 The Rubik’s Cube of Identity 
7.2.1 A Jest of God 
In her novels, Laurence demonstrates “how Gender discrimination paralyses women in 
general and the Canadian women in particular, and their struggle to rise above Gender bias” 
(Joseph 288). The novels feature many women of different ethnic origins, such as the Metis 
women or African women. To understand the structure of the oppression these women 
face, the relationship between women in general and men has to be understood because 
both types of oppression follow the same pattern, be it on the level of gender, race, or 
ethnicity (Topor-Constantin 145). From 1960s onwards, Laurence’s themes shifted towards 
feminist ones. The protagonists in her novels try to bring attention to their roles in the 
society and make “women critically conscious” (Joseph 288). Laurence dealt with various 
themes connected to the issue, such as the fragmentation of a self, conformism, destruction 
of the environment, artificial identity (Joseph 288) and others that shape an individual in 
terms of race, gender, class, and sexuality. This range of topics coincides with Gaard’s 
contour line, which suggests that these four factors influence an individual’s experience of 
nature. The novel highlights this issue from two different perspectives: from a feminist one 
and from the position of the marginalized social groups due to their poverty or ethnicity. To 
demonstrate this, two main characters will be analyzed: Rachel Cameron and Nick Kazlik.  
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As mentioned in chapters before, survival is an important motif in Canadian literature. For 
Laurence’s female protagonists, surviving means ending male dominance so that all 
individuals would be free of obstacles and equality would be restored (Joseph 290). 
Laurence herself said that with The Stone Angel the theme of her writing “has changed to 
that of survival, the attempt of the personality to survive with some dignity, toting the load 
of excess mental baggage that everyone carries, until the moment of death” (Laurence, 
“Ten” 14). Survival is also the main theme of the novels analyzed in this thesis (Laurence, 
“Ten” 14). The assigned social roles restrict women from living their lives to the fullest 
because “they have to function within the socially-constructed framework of gender” 
(Joseph 290). Rachel is defined by her ancestors (she is the undertaker’s daughter) and the 
social expectations of a patriarchal society forced upon her. She “suffers from lack of 
perspectives, of suitors and of a person to confess to and to communicate with openly” 
(Topor-Constantin 142). However, the biggest obstacles she is presented with are gender 
discrimination, gender roles, and oppression.  
Rachel’s identity is split between patriarchal values put upon her and her need to express 
her true self (Potvin 25). She denies her womanhood and is afraid of her feminine side. She 
does not accept her femininity and believes it to be a bad thing as she, for example, calls her 
period “the curse” (Laurence, A Jest 169). She achieves her liberations only when she 
overcomes her fears (Topor-Constantin 147‒148). She tries to be the embodiment of virtues 
good women are supposed to possess, even if it takes a lot of courage to counteract “such 
overwhelming social assumptions” (Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 262). She starts the story still 
as a child caught up in old memories, and ends it as a parent to her mother. She goes 
through adolescence, her first contact with sex and having a crush at the age of 34. She 
grows up realizing that her mother is now the child, who cannot offer emotional safety to 
her (Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 262‒264). The majority of the novel is structured around 
parent-child relationships (Rachel and Stacey’s relationship with their parents, Nick and his 
parents’ relationship, Rachel’s connection with her non-existing embryo), which are “often 
interchangeable, between those who mother and are mothered” (Atwood in Laurence, A 
Jest 263). The relationship with the biggest impact on Rachel’s life is her short relationship 
with Nick, a former resident of Manawaka who is mysterious, self-confident, and elusive. 
Rachel is undoubtedly inferior in their relationship as she rarely expresses her wishes, 
46 
 
emotions or expectations of it. In her relationship with Nick, Rachel is very submissive and 
waits for his initiative, which is what a woman believed to be respectable would do. After 
having sex with him, she worries about her reputation and wonders: “What if we were in an 
accident, and I were found with my hair all disarranged and my lipstick gone and my dress 
creased and crumpled?” (118). Not only Nick but also the school principal shows a 
misogynistic attitude toward Rachel. Willard’s patronizing attitude is displayed through his 
choice of words. Even though Rachel is one of his employees, he calls her a good girl (32) and 
expects her to accept his every instruction without any questions. However, Rachel feels 
humiliated and irritated by this. She does, however, know that she must be more patient 
because “it’s the only way – it’s only right” (65) in a world where rights and wrongs are 
determined by the male part of the society. An unmarried woman expecting twins is thus a 
“heartbreak for her mother” (74).  
However, Rachel’s affair with Nick shows men only as an instrument in becoming pregnant. 
It seems as though Laurence shifted the perspective from males drawing their power from 
their ability to plant seed to women regarding men only as seed-carriers. Becoming pregnant 
is Rachel’s hidden wish. When she believes she is pregnant, she decides to keep the baby 
despite the social expectations. This also marks an important moment in Rachel’s 
emancipation (Blewett 180). Nick tells her to “fix herself” (118), meaning take care of 
contraception or abortion if necessary. Rachel worries about what would become of her if 
she did get pregnant. She yearns for his love, but self-deprecatingly believes Nick would 
never express his love towards her because he simply does not love her (118). This shows 
that Rachel is torn between doing what is expected of her (aborting the baby, protecting her 
reputation) and what she really wants, which is to become a mother. Doctor Raven who is 
supposed to be an authority due to his profession, or at least a neutral party interested in his 
patient’s health only, conveys his belief about premarital sex very clearly. At Rachel’s 
examination he is condescending and rude, saying that he believes Rachel possessed the 
prescribed values of the patriarchal society. He comments that “at least we know there’s no 
question of one thing anyway, with a sensible girl like yourself. That at least can be ruled out, 
eh?” (227), to which Rachel responds: “He’s my doctor, not my father or judge. The hell with 
him” (227). Her infertility is highlighted when she finds out she is not pregnant at all, but has 
a tumor instead. It is benign, which is “an image of complete sterility; a malignant one would 
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at least be growing” (Atwood). Her name is indicative of the fact that the absence of an 
offspring will be devastating for her, as Rachel from the prophet Jeremiah’s writings laments 
and weeps over her lost children. The false pregnancy is, however, a lesson she had to learn. 
It taught her how to be a mother to herself – how to take care of her body, her mental 
health, and how to take her wishes into consideration (Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 262‒264). 
Before, she feels detached from herself and her ability to make meaningful decisions. Social 
expectations have her wishing: “If I could just get rid of everything, and belong to myself, 
and not have to consider anything else” (207). She feels powerless and fears that all her “life 
seems a chance encounter” (191), and everything that happens to her is “permanent” (191). 
Towards the end of the novel, Hector, the town’s new undertaker, tells Rachel her father 
had “the life he wanted most” (158). Rachel had an emotionless relationship with her father, 
his drinking problem taking away his true self. The realization that everyone creates their 
own reality forces Rachel to take control of her life, regardless of the expectations of others, 
and stop apologizing for what she wants (162). Rachel’s uncertainty about the future, which 
is present throughout the whole novel, dissipates in the end, when she finds her place and 
accepts her true self. She says: “I am the mother now” (249), indicating the refusal of the 
patriarch and social restrictions, and a declaration of a matriarch. “League of the matriarchs. 
Mothers of the world, unite” (28) is her encouragement to all women bounded by the 
society. At the end of the novel, some forms of expectations (beauty, self-confidence, 
angelic attitude) remain, but Rachel teaches us how to acknowledge our own limitations and 
possibilities (Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 264).  
According to Topor-Constantin, the class structure of Manawaka is very clearly outlined: the 
wealthy live in the town’s center, where all the important public institutions, shops, and jobs 
are, while the poor live further and further away from these establishments. This structure is 
closely connected with race also, as the richest people (rich people of British origin) are the 
white inhabitants of Manawaka (159‒160), and the poorer ones like the Metis and 
immigrants from other countries such as the Irish, the Ukrainians, the Greek, the Slavs, and 
others, are inhabiting the fringes. In A Jest of God, the Kazliks, who are Ukrainian 
immigrants, live outside of town, which indicates their social status. Rachel and her 
associates all reside in the center of Manawaka. Certain social groups have been 
marginalized intellectually, socially, and spatially, and pushed to distant areas, far from the 
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urban environment. It is important to bring attention to the white/non-white dichotomy in 
the novel, which was one of ecofeminist and Laurence’s concerns. In order to overcome it, 
she included the marginalized social and ethnic groups in her novels and gave them a voice. 
History and society ignore and undermine those who do not belong to “the dominant WASP 
(white Anglo-Saxon Protestant)” (McLean 98) layer. Giving a chance to express their side of 
the story is a way to end their oppression and free them. Topor-Constantin claims that 
“Laurence provides a new version of Canadian history and identity, and the picture is only 
complete after having discussed all the groups” (171). Due to the marginalization, the Metis 
and immigrants lost land, rights, and any power they might have possessed. Nick Kazlik 
stands out in this respect as he gets to reveal his parents’ story of coming to Canada, their 
suffering, and the stigmatization that surrounded the family. As Topor-Constantin states, the 
racial ‘other’, which Laurence did research on to avoid using stereotypical images, is included 
in an interconnected world she is trying to create. Characters get to know the ‘other’ by 
interacting with them and not from a superior position of a scientist (or colonizer) 
researching their passive object. To tell an integral story of Manawaka, Laurence rejects 
binary oppositions and connects the stories of different ethnic, racial, and social groups 
(209). According to Topor-Constantin, Laurence is “confident in a peaceful future for 
everybody, irrespective of colour, gender or class, a fairer world announced by the 
nationalist and feminist movements of the ‘70s” (179), to which the ecofeminist movement 
could also be added.   
7.2.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
Here, certain characters from the novel will be analyzed in terms of race, gender, and class, 
which form a web of discrimination. The main focus will be on Stacey and women in general, 
and characters belonging to minorities. 
Laurence chose to bring life to Stacey, a disorganized woman disgusted about her 
appearance (Francis in Laurence, The Fire xi) and a frustrated yet kind woman, because she 
was “fed up with the current fictional portraits of women” (Laurence, “Ten” 15) of her 
generation. They were either fictional portraits of perfect women or bitter and sinister 
“cannibalistic monsters determined only to destroy their men and kids” (Laurence, “Ten” 
15). Stacey’s main concern is survival, which is survival in a violent world, while trying to 
accept that she is a woman who is aging (Laurence, “Ten” 15). She has “internalized the 
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values of their culture to such an extent that they have become their own prisons” 
(Atwood). Stacey lives under the pressure of small-town mentality alongside the dangers 
present in the city of Vancouver (Blewett 180), where different values are prevailing. She is a 
victim of gender discrimination, which is limiting to her because she has to function within 
the socially-constructed framework of gender roles (Joseph 290). Joseph, who researched 
how gender discrimination paralyses women (especially Canadian women), focused also on 
the work by Margaret Laurence. She proclaimed Laurence a feminist because her novels, as 
do other novels of the late 1960s by Canadian women writers, “have the purpose of making 
women critically conscious of their own roles” (288) and describe women’s struggle to 
discover or create the self (Joseph 296). “Laurence’s heroines must wrestle with the 
symbolic form of ultimate reality as male-gendered and with all that this representation 
implies” (Joseph 292), which is the main problem described not only in The Fire-Dwellers but 
also in A Jest of God. The society described in The Fire-Dwellers is manipulative, brutal, and 
full of “masked violence” (Joseph 290). Stacey’s quest for finding her own identity is 
hindered by the roles she must fulfill, namely being a mother, a mistress, a wife, and a 
neighbor, all while being beautiful and happy. But her core problem remains unsolved: she 
has no identity of her own (Joseph 291). As Stacey finally manages to discover who she really 
is, the discovery is conditioned and enabled by men (Joseph 295), as it is demonstrated by 
Luke Venturi’s mockery of Stacey’s situation forcing her to re-evaluate her situation.   
Throughout her story, Laurence expressed feminist concerns. Stacey struggles with the 
designated tasks for housewives. Her life is shaped by a pattern of traditional gender roles. 
Stacey has to endure her husband’s emotional and physical violence, which together with 
the restrictions of the patriarchal world make Stacey’s expression apologetic. This becomes 
especially evident when they are making love, or rather hate, as Laurence writes. Her 
husband’s silence shut down her own voice as well. He strangles her during sex and makes 
her say she does not fell pain (28). It is evident that a “[w]oman in this culture has become 
the victim‒as has Nature‒of the projection of the shadow of the rational masculine 
mentality that leans even more towards violence and sterility as it separates itself from its 
ground in matter” (Joseph 292). In The Fire-Dwellers, Stacey’s fight is twofold: it is the fight 
of a Diana who strives for freedom, and a Venus who projects sexual and maternal love 
(Atwood, Survival). She expects the oncoming change: “[g]ive me another forty years, Lord, 
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and I may mutate into a matriarch” (317) are the words that conclude the novel. Other 
issues she has to face is Mac’s certainty that she is going to “ruin that kid” (25) Duncan, who 
he calls “a pansy” (26). While Stacey wants to take care of their children emotionally as well, 
Mac fears that too much tenderness towards the boys will make them too feminine – he 
cannot bear “the insufficient masculinity of one of his sons” (25). This shows that Mac, too, 
is trapped in the expectations of gendered society and that for him as well being feminine is 
negative as opposed to being masculine, which is to be valued. 
Another character who shows how social constraints shape an individual is Thor Thorlakson, 
Mac’s boss, or Vernon Winkler. He is an important character in providing the reader with the 
social organization of Manawaka in terms of race and class. Although his family, the 
Winklers, started out from the lower strata of the society, Thor managed to succeed, even 
though that required a change of identity: Vernon Winkler became an Icelander Thor 
Thorlakson. In order to escape his past and the social discrimination, he moved out of his 
hometown Manawaka, and changed his name and appearance. Vernon’s transformation to 
Thor is parallel to him overcoming the class prejudice and domestic violence. He left 
Manawaka, “a prison which young people struggled to escape” (Topor-Constantin 167). 
Vernon’s story is completed in The Diviners where the reader finds out about his childhood. 
Vernon was beaten by his father, bullied at school and unable to stand up for himself due to 
weakness of character. Although his family was poor, he managed to re-create himself as an 
adult and fight the society which oppressed him; now he is the one in power, detached from 
his past (Powers 511). When meeting Stacey, he becomes afraid that she would expose his 
true identity, even though she did not recognize him. He was rude and condescending 
towards Mac and Stacey. On hearing his name, Stacey comments that she remembers that 
there “used to be lots of Icelanders in the prairies, around Gimli” (63), which is a community 
next to Lake Winnipeg. Vernon pretendes to be Icelandic, which means his success is 
achieved by “association with an ethnic group” (Topor-Constantin 170). With his new 
identity, he became an important part of Richalife, a company which promises a Canadian 
version of the American dream. However, Mac doubts their effectiveness and thinks the 
company is “a load of crap” (263). Thor’s communicative competence and persuasiveness 
are extremely well developed and he is respected in the professional environment. Thor is 
proof that social background can be overcome and that everyone can succeed, no matter 
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where one comes from (Topor-Constantin 168). At the end of the novel, Thor leaves for a job 
in Montreal, where his true identity could not be exposed.  
Valentine Tonnere, a former Manawaka citizen, discloses to Stacey Thor’s true identity. She 
is an important, even if minor, character in the novel. She shows where intersectional 
feminism comes into play. The Tonneres are a Metis family and Valentine shares with Stacey 
the knowledge that she had sexual intercourse with Vernon in high school, which was not 
mutually consented (273). This incident also displays the hierarchy of the white/non-white 
dichotomy because white women had a higher social status and would be regarded with 
more respect (Topor-Constantin 170). Valentine and her sister Piquette (from A Bird in the 
House) are both discriminated against because they are Metis, because they are women, and 
because they come from a lower social background, which results in a triple oppression 
(Topor-Constantin 200‒201). The Metis live on the outskirts of the town, “far from the sight 
of respectable white society” (Topor-Constantin 201). They live in bad housing conditions as 
well as in bad physical and mental health due to the stigmatization and lack of resources. 
The interactions between different social classes in the novel are minimal, due to a conflict 
at mental level: “the British colonisers trying to come to terms with their imperial attitude 
towards the Metis and the immigrants, and the colonised trying to accept their condition” 
(Topor-Constantin 161).  
7.3 Eating 
7.3.1 A Jest of God 
Another question to be explored when applying an ecofeminist interpretation to a literary 
text is how the act of eating is portrayed and what it indicates of the connection between 
humans and nature. In A Jest of God, eating does not seem to indicate an implicit 
ecofeminist idea as it is mentioned only rarely. It is, however, important in two ways. On one 
hand, Rachel’s mother keeps encouraging her to eat more, as if she was still a toddler 
needed to be parented. This notion highlights the mother’s controlling character and 
Rachel’s inability to free herself from her mother’s over-protectiveness, which prevents her 
from being an independent woman. “Well, I’ve got a nice lamb chop, so I hope you’ll eat it. 
You’re not eating enough these days, Rachel” (18) is one example of this behavior. On the 
other hand, eating, or rather food, is also mentioned when Rachel needs to prepare finger 
52 
 
food for her mother’s friends gathering at her home to play cards and gossip. Rachel is 
expected to take care of catering and to sacrifice her own social life in order to help her 
mother’s. Food and eating in this novel thus function rather as a notion against which 
Rachel’s lack of independence, or oppression in the daughter-mother relationship, is 
highlighted, than a possibility for an ecofeminist interpretation.  
7.3.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
The act of eating does not seem to carry a lot of additional meaning in this novel either; 
however, there are some food-related issues worth mentioning, also in connection with 
ecofeminist beliefs. 
Cooking and preparing meals for her family members is one of Stacey’s main 
preoccupations. Because cooking is believed to be solely her responsibility, she has to do 
everything on her own, and after everyone has eaten she feels she is “off duty” (16). “What 
a slut I am, not a cooked dessert for those kids” (139) is what she thinks of herself when she 
does not have the energy to cook. Stacey is also on the verge of alcoholism due to the stress 
of trying to overcome her problems. However, she feels that preparing meals is an act of 
love – daydreaming about Luke, she says: “I wish I could be there to make meals for him” 
(229). This aspect of food shows how women were restricted to the domestic sphere, and 
gender roles were very distinctly separated. The novel also raises the question about what 
we eat and what the pitfalls of food production are. Mac’s new job is selling Richalife’s 
vitamins and each family member gets their own combination of seven pills, supposedly to 
improve their mental and physical health. However, nobody actually discloses what the pills 
do. If food is produced carefully, without chemicals and procedures which dangerously 
intervene with bodily processes in order to increase income, these kinds of vitamins would 
be unnecessary. Lastly, food consumption in the novel shows that the MacAindras are 
wealthy enough to have a surplus of food. Stacey’s two sons Ian and Duncan are fighting 
over who is going to receive the bigger dessert, and Stacey shows her dissatisfaction with 
their behavior. “Fighting over a square inch of frozen artificial cream. Not dying of hunger. 
Not even aware of the possibility” (57). Stacey is aware of the situation in other parts of the 
world where people have to deal with even bigger problems. “Compared with mothers of 
fifteen kids who are swallowing only air in India or somewhere, have I got troubles? No” 
(83), is what Stacey thinks to herself. She shows awareness of the women in other countries, 
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who have to deal with poverty and hunger while having to bring up a number of children. 
This shows Stacey’s belief that women and children are the ones that suffer the most in the 
current social situation all over the world. 
Stacey is pressured by the social expectations to start dieting as she is believed to be 
overweight, but she keeps postponing the beginning of the diet. She lacks the willpower to 
start dieting because the need for this is external to her. Tess, on the other hand, is 
extremely slim, her diet probably being even more dangerous than Stacey’s. This, besides 
the pressure to be perfect, could be one of the factors that eventually caused her mental 
breakdown. 
7.4 Emotions/Anger 
7.4.1 A Jest of God 
The main protagonist of A Jest of God experiences many negative emotions such as 
embarrassment, desperation, regret, and self-deprecation. She is socially awkward and 
aware of her flaws. She lives in a socially constructed prison, which is “so hard […] to get out 
of because it is made mostly from virtues gone sour: filial devotion, self-sacrifice, the 
concern for appearances advocated by St. Paul, a sense of duty, the desire to avoid hurting 
others, and the wish to be loved” (Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 262). “We must not let our 
emotions get the better of us, mustn’t we,” (31) is what the school principal, Mr. Willard, 
tells her when letting her know that she is only to listen and obey his instructions regarding 
school discipline. On some occasions Rachel feels anger but she never expresses it. Even 
when she is confronted by her colleague, she thinks to herself that finally her own “anger 
feels more than justified, and in some way this is a tremendous relief” (48). Despite feeling 
that she is right to be angry, she does not in any way indicate her feelings. She even takes 
special care to shut the door quietly when leaving after the aforementioned argument (48‒
49). On a different occasion, when having a telephone conversation with Calla, she says she 
is “terribly angry at her, so angry” (96) that she can “hardly keep from putting the phone 
down, slamming the receiver,” (96) yet her response is calm. When her mother does not 
approve of her dating a son of an immigrant, Nick Kazlik, there is tension between the two. 
However, instead of expressing her frustration, Rachel apologizes and claims her anger is 
childish (83). She is resentful towards her sister, tired of her mother’s endless needs and 
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disappointed by her first romantic encounter, but she never allows herself to express any of 
these feelings, especially anger.   
Rachel is unable to express her voice, especially in conversation with her mother, who 
belittles her and provokes the feeling of guilt and self-doubt in her. Topor-Constantin claims 
that Rachel fights for her ability to express herself throughout the novel (148). Rachel’s 
problems with expressing stem also from her upbringing, her “lack of communication skills 
being a direct result […] of her parents’ own silences” (Topor-Constantin 148). In the 
relationship with her mother, Rachel is the inferior one due to her mother’s manipulative 
attitude. The mother’s behavior “can be assimilated to those of the patriarchal figures of the 
other Manawaka books” (Topor-Constantin 148) because she displays evident power over 
female characters. The following dialogue exemplifies the problem in their relationship: 
 “Please, Mother. Let’s not have a scene about it. Please.” 
 “Scene? Of course on. I’m not annoyed, Rachel – you mustn’t think that. I couldn’t be annoyed over a 
thing like that. A little hurt, perhaps. But there. It’s probably foolish to feel that way. You have a perfect 
right to keep anything secret if you want to‒” 
 “It wasn’t a secret. It was – oh, never mind. I’m sorry. I just never thought, I guess. I’m sorry.” 
 “Never mind, dear. Everyone’s thoughtless at times, I guess. I can’t expect‒” 
This is our conversation. This is the way we talk, the way we go on. (99‒100) 
The next stage in Rachel’s acquisition of a voice is her receiving the gift of tongues when she 
visits the service of the Tabernacle of the Risen and Reborn with Calla. Even though this is 
supposed to be religious experience, it is much more to Rachel – to her, this is the first time 
she lets her true voice be heard (Blewett 186). This is, however, followed by embarrassment 
and resentment towards Calla, which indicates that Rachel did not find herself to be worthy 
of expressing her true voice, or as she called it, “The voice of Rachel” (43). 
7.4.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
This novel presents a similar situation. Women are denied expressing their feelings, 
especially anger, which is according to Gaard (“Hiking” 244) characteristic of ecofeminist 
literature. Stacey is unable to express her emotions freely – neither sadness (because 
“mothers don’t cry. Only kids” (219)) nor anger. Stacey is unpredictable at times and is afraid 
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of what she can do during her sporadic outbursts of violence. She knows that she gets 
“unreasonably angry” (152). When Ian and Duncan are having a fight, she unconsciously 
breaks the fight apart, but only afterwards does she realize that “she has grabbed their 
shoulders and flung them both to the floor with as much force as she could muster” (15). 
She also worries how Mac would react to her behavior as he is often angry. Even though he 
does not hit the kids, his weapon of choice is even more powerful: “that icy calm of his” (16). 
Stacey is scared of Mac’s outbursts of anger and violent acts, which often occurred when he 
was younger. Stacey fears that “maybe he will throttle” (115) her if she is not an obedient 
wife. 
Mac shows his anger openly: when he is mad, he acts his anger out. In the few conversations 
with his wife he seems to be irritated and in denial of his anger, as seen in the following 
dialogue: 
Mac – don’t be angry 
I’m not angry 
You are 
Stacey, I am not angry. I am merely trying to point out that you are babying that boy and it isn’t doing him 
any good. Can’t you understand even that? (27) 
Stacey does not react to these provocations because she does not feel her anger to be 
justified, neither with regard to Mac nor to Thor who intentionally tries to irritate her. She 
responds to this thoughtfully and peacefully. Even when she is angry, she does not react to it 
when it comes to her relationship with men. She often disagrees with Mac on parenting, 
which makes her angry, she even says: “I could kill you, Mac. I could stab you to the very 
heart right this minute. But how can I even argue, after last night? My bargaining power is at 
an all-time low. Damn you. Damn you.” (120). This is what she thinks, but her expression is 
calm and pleading towards Mac.  
When Mac believes Buckle when he tells him he slept with Stacey, Stacey’s anger peaks, as 
can be seen in the following paragraph: 
  He told you that? 
  Yes. Well? What’ve you got to say? 
56 
 
  Fury floods in adrenalin bursts through Stacey’s veins. She  
hears her voice, raucous. 
  What d’you mean, what have I got to say? Who’re you? God? 
[…] 
  For God’s sake keep your voice down. No need to scream 
  I’m not screaming 
  You are. Now cut it out, see? 
  All right I won’t say a word what’s the use  (164‒165) 
After trying to ascertain her voice, Stacey resorts back to silence and suppressed anger. But 
her character develops and she becomes stronger and stands up to Mac, which finally 
enables her to act on her anger and leave (170). This is a turning point in their relationship 
because after the confrontation Stacey drives to the beach and meets Luke Venturi, with 
whom she then has an affair.  
7.5 The Erotic 
7.5.1 A Jest of God 
This contour analyzes how the erotic is presented in the text because it is seen as a way of 
connecting with the nature, whether it is celebrated, repressed, or feared (Gaard, “Hiking” 
245). The only occurrence of a sexual intercourse in A Jest of God is between Rachel and 
Nick, and it is first foreshadowed by Rachel’s fantasy. In her fantasy, Rachel thinks about 
running to a deep forest and having sex with an unknown man – she is only able to see his 
body features such as tanned arms, flat stomach, and a swelling penis (23). Their intercourse 
is sensual, each responding to their lover’s actions with trembling and sensuality. 
Afterwards, they hold each other (24). This sex is set deep in the natural world and is 
Rachel’s only sex that takes her wishes and feelings into consideration. Paradoxically, it 
happens while she is still a virgin.  
As mentioned, Rachel is the subordinated one in this relationship. She experiences her first 
kiss very intensely, becoming aroused. Yet, she still self-deprecatingly believes he does not 
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really want her. Nick is the one dictating what happens, for example when to talk and when 
to have sex. He takes her to a pasture near the river. Rachel is worried about the pain and 
Nick finding out she is a virgin. She feels embarrassed about it and thinks to herself: “And 
how it would shame me, to have him know it hurt, at my age, with only one possible reason 
for it. I can’t. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt. The membrane went years ago – I made sure of that, 
thinking I won’t have my wedding night ruined. What a joke. It would hurt, all the same. It 
would be bound to. I can’t let him know that about me” (113‒114). She is hesitant to 
undress because she feels embarrassed about her body, afraid she would turn Nick off. She 
also thinks about consent: “then I realize that if I wanted to change my mind now, I couldn’t. 
It has to be done” (115), which indicates Rachel sees sex as a chore, as something she must 
do in order to satisfy the man. When he finds out Rachel did not use any contraception, he is 
angry at her, claiming this is woman’s responsibility (116). Rachel is a passive object in this 
relationship, always fearing Nick’s disapproval or rejection. Nick leads Rachel to believe he is 
married and has a child, which leaves Rachel desperate and even more eager to please. 
Then, a shift occurs. Towards the end of the novel Rachel is the one to initiate sex for the 
first time. This takes Nick by surprise (187). Afterwards she confesses in Nick that she wishes 
to have children (188).  
The descriptions of sexual intercourses are brief and restricted to Nick’s words, and thus 
conveyed through the male gaze only. The erotic in the novel is repressed and feared. If this 
is analogous to human’s relationship towards nature, it can be concluded, that there is still a 
strong split between the natural and the human world. According to Gaard, the fear of the 
erotic is present in the Western culture where only one form of sexuality is acceptable: 
within marriage for procreation. This understanding has been dictated by Christianity for 
more than two thousand years. The institution of Christianity has been used “to portray 
heterosexuality, sexism, racism, classism, and the oppression of the natural world as divinely 
ordained” (Gaard, “Toward”).  
7.5.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
The erotic is mostly repressed and feared here, too, even something to be embarrassed by. 
“When he is inside her, he puts his hands on her neck, as he sometimes does unpredictably. 
He presses down deeply on her collarbone” (28) is how the first intercourse between Mac 
and Stacey is described. Stacey is in pain and no attention is paid to her needs and wishes – 
58 
 
her sole purpose is to please Mac. She blames herself for feeling this way and believes he 
would want her more is she were more educated and better-looking. She even feels she 
“foisted” (28) her kids upon him, which shows she deems herself to be a burden to Mac. 
After having a fight, she says that “he makes hate with her, his hands clenched around her 
collarbones and on her throat until she is able to bring herself to speak the release” (166). So 
their sexual relationship is not making love, it is making hate. In general, Mac is very 
reserved and does not display affection towards his wife. Their sexual intercourse is a 
reflection of the problems they have in other areas of their relationship and the position of 
women in the society, because Stacey is the inferior in her interactions with Mac. Stacey 
craves sexual fulfillment and says she would “like to hold an entire army” (18) between her 
legs, because she is “not monogamous by nature” (18). This is why she considers having sex 
with Buckle, and why she keeps visiting Luke, who is gentler towards her. Yet Stacey still 
worries about her body, which has changed after having four children. She often daydreams 
about the time she had sex surrounded by unspoiled nature of Diamond Lake with an airman 
from Montreal – when their orgasms were reflected by the vibrancy of nature (77). This 
reciprocal relationship with nature is symbolic of lovemaking with nature (Gaard, “Hiking” 
244), which is an act of reconnecting with the natural world. 
Despite its difficulties, Mac and Stacey’s relationship improves throughout the novel. They 
both get an insight into their partner’s mind and try to be more understanding. This is also 
shown in the way sex becomes different at the end of the novel: “they make love after all, 
but gently, as though consoling one another for everything that neither of them can help nor 
alter” (315).  
7.6 Formal Elements 
7.6.1 A Jest of God 
The contour explaining the connection between form and content, literary devices, and the 
writer and the reader, also gives an insight into this literary work. The novel is a first-person 
narrative about a woman “trapped in a prison partly of her own making” (Atwood in 
Laurence, A Jest 262), the prison clearly being the social expectations and limitations 
alongside Rachel’s mother’s constant neediness. It is told in the present tense and from 
Rachel’s viewpoint only. Laurence was aware that brings certain limitations to the narration, 
59 
 
however, only this seemed fit for a story about a very “inturned” person (Laurence, “Ten” 
14). The story is linear and the structure of the narrative analytic with short passages for 
Rachel’s childhood memories. The content of the novel is mirrored in its style of writing 
(Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 262‒263). The reader sees only as much as Rachel sees, which is 
very little. This forces the reader to see the boundaries of Rachel’s life clearly. As the story 
presents Rachel’s quest for her long-lost voice of independence and freedom, restricted by 
her friends, colleagues, family, and the system, the style reflects this struggle. Many times 
she finds herself unable to express her thoughts, which explains the use of aposiopeses and 
the scarcity of her words. Rachel’s thoughts are abundant, full of lively descriptions and 
emotionally charged expressions, yet her words are scarce and plain, as demonstrated by 
the following example taken from Rachel and her mother’s conversation, when she comes 
home from her date with Nick, finding her mother still awake waiting for her: 
Who does she think she think it is – the Angel of Death? But maybe that’s precisely what she did think. 
Maybe she has been lying there for hours, listening for uncertainties in her heart’s beating. Or worrying 
about me. She cares about me. I matter to her. 
“I’ll be there in a minute, Mother. Would you like some cocoa?” (119) 
There is a discontinuity between her thoughts and her expressions. However, when she does 
speak, she is controlled and stoic. Her true character manages to shine through though: she 
is funny, sarcastic, and very well-aware of her situation. The language of the novel is 
colloquial, ironic, self-mocking, and full of nervousness and irritability (Atwood in Laurence, 
A Jest 262‒263). The novel also displays Laurence’s talent of presenting overwhelming 
attention to physical details (Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 262‒263) – of places and people. 
Rachel’s internal monologues are what brings realism into the novel. It is through them that 
the reader gets to know the protagonist, not through the dialogues she has with other 
characters (Atwood in Laurence, A Jest 262‒263). Because the protagonist confides in the 
reader and includes them in her battle, the reader feels connected with the writer as well. 
7.6.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
The novel is told in the third-person narrative with Stacey’s inner commentary (stream of 
consciousness), first-person thoughts, fantasies, dreams, and memories (Laurence, “Ten” 15) 
about her childhood, visits to lakes, dancing, and other events from her youth. A lot happens 
only in Stacey’s mind as she struggles with “herself, her husband, their four children and the 
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society” (Joseph 290). Stacey’s imagination is a safe haven for her, to which she mentally 
escapes when the pressure of reality becomes too great (Francis in Laurence, The Fire x).  
The narration is also permeated with newspaper headlines and television news programs, 
with which Laurence drew attention to Stacey’s concern about the world becoming more 
and more violent. The news deals with accidents, fire incidents (which metaphorically 
represent the fragility of life and constant battles in the world (Francis in Laurence, The Fire 
ix)), the war in Vietnam, and other disturbing events. The situation in the developing world is 
also demonstrated by the news, which presents poverty, violence, and natural disasters in 
these less developed areas (Francis in Laurence, The Fire ix). “THIS IS THE EIGHT O’CLOCK 
NEWS BOMBING RAIDS LAST NIGHT DESTROYED FOUR VILLAGES IN” (93) is what the radio 
broadcasts while the MacAindras are starting their day in the kitchen, to which Stacey reacts 
by repeating “it’s too much too much too much” (96). This and other pieces of news related 
to the war, like a description of an incident in which a soldier barely stopped in time before 
beating his sister who surprised and scared him (128), which shows the traumas soldier 
endure, appear often in the novel, being indicative of Stacey’s pacifist character. She even 
joins a march to encourage the end of war.  
Laurence’s style is playful (Francis in Laurence, The Fire viii) and rich. With a device typical of 
her, her novel presents extremely detailed descriptions of the external world. Structurally, 
the novel counterpoints the interior and external world, which creates a three-dimensional 
effect, which in turn creates authentic characters. The two worlds are always in discontinuity 
and even Stacey herself remarks that what goes on outside is always different from that 
which goes on inside (Francis in Laurence, The Fire viii). The structure of the dialogues 
mirrors the content and the emotions displayed by Stacey – irritation, desperation, and 
confusion. This can be observed in dialogues between Stacey and Mac, as they do not seem 
to be able to communicate without a misunderstanding: 
Mac? 
Mm? 
I want to tell 
Christ, am I ever beat. What? 
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Oh – nothing (144) 
There are punctuation marks omitted, big spaces left to signify silences and the loss of 
words, capital letters to highlight the dreadful pieces of news, and a lot of repetition to 
indicate tension. There are no quotation marks to distinguish the dialogues from Stacey’s 
thoughts, which makes the text ambiguous in some parts.  
7.7 Language 
7.7.1 A Jest of God 
The role of language in overcoming the gap between dualisms such as nature/culture, 
self/other, and man/woman, was another subject of ecofeminist literary studies. A Jest of 
God presents some interesting points for discussion. The novel is full of metaphors, similes, 
and poetic language, but only when Rachel talks to herself, never in conversation with other 
people. It is apparent at first sight that language is used to reinforce the hierarchy in the 
patriarchal society where nature and women are believed to be of lesser value. In 
accordance with Warren (“Taking” 12), language in the novel uses animal comparisons 
(described in chapter 3) to highlight people’s negative traits, which reinforces the inferior 
position of animals in the patriarchal society due to them being part of nature. For 
descriptions of nature, feminine expressions are used – when talking about flowers, Rachel 
makes a remark that a hyacinth is “just about to give birth to the blue-purple blossom” (11). 
This shows that nature is seen as part of the women’s side of the spectrum because it shares 
the reproductive ability with them. The two examples show that language in the novel is 
used to animalize people (not only women) and feminize nature, which reinforces the 
existing hierarchy (Warren, “Taking” 12) in the Western culture of the 1960s.  
How people perceive Rachel is shown by the choice of words used to refer to her. Rachel is 
called ‘a child’ by Calla and by Willard, which indicates that they see her intellectually unfit 
for making adult decisions. “Calla. I wish she wouldn’t call me child. It sounds ridiculous” 
(11). Willard even calls her a “good girl” (32), which is unprofessional because he is her 
superior, and also inappropriate regarding that Rachel is 34 years old.  
Language and the ability to speak freely are most apparent when talking about the “the gift 
of tongues” (33) or “glossalalia” (34), which is letting the Spirit speak through a person. This 
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is complete freedom of speech, a divine intervention rendering the individual free of any 
restrictions of expression. However, Rachel is unprepared for this at the beginning of the 
novel, it “threatens” her (35). She attends a service with Calla and experiences the gift of 
tongue, which leaves her embarrassed.  
Chattering, crying, ululating, the forbidden transformed cryptically to nonsense, dragged from the crypt, 
stolen and shouted, the shuddering of it, the fear, the braking, the release, the grieving‒  
Not Calla’s voice. Mine. Oh my God. Mine. The voice of Rachel. (46) 
An outburst of free expression left Rachel shocked, because this was something unfamiliar to 
her, having spent 34 years in a society where right and wrong has always been clear, and 
free speech has always pertained to ‘wrong’. For Laurence, who thought that 
“communications and the arts have been dominated by men and herstory [was] either 
ignored, condescended to, or forgotten” (Dance 4), Rachel’s quest for her true voice is in a 
way a personal journey as well.  
7.7.2 The Fire-Dwellers 
Language, or rather its inadequacy to convey the intended message (Verduyn 128), plays an 
important part in this novel. The lack of appropriate language to express oneself, which 
results in silences, is what Stacey and Mac’s biggest obstacle is. Besides not communicating, 
they “misunderstand every single word” (22) they utter. Their relationship is thus 
dysfunctional. Mac’s silences are felt by Stacey as emotional violence (124). “Why talk? Mac 
doesn’t like to, and he’s right. What good does it do?” (128) is what an exasperated Stacey 
thinks to herself. Stacey thinks that “[e]verybody should stop from time to time and explain 
what they mean. But none of us in this house do” (72). They all know that the lack of 
communication and the communicative gaps between family members could be overcome. 
Even Jen, a toddler, has difficulties with speaking: while some kids are almost fluent at her 
age, she has not spoken a word. According to Verduyn, language reflects Stacey’s feelings of 
alienation from her body, which shows that her own self is divided between the inside (her 
own experience) and the outside (the reality of everyday life) existence. The struggles 
resulting from this division are paralleled with her struggles in language, with which Stacey 
tries to reunite separate parts in husband-wife, mother-child and body-brain dualisms. The 
loss of appropriate means of communication after language has lost its power to convey the 
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message, will result in a loss of knowledge of the past (130‒134), as was the main point in 
one of Luke’s stories (Laurence, The Fire 204‒205), deepening the splits in one’s identity. 
In this novel also, language that naturalizes women is used. Nature and animal-related 
expressions reinforcing understanding of women as part of the natural world recur. 
Women’s connection with nature is first highlighted by Luke, who calls Stacey a ‘merwoman’ 
(184), which means an older, married mermaid. The half animal, half human origin of these 
beings locates them on the natural side of the nature-culture spectrum. Secondly, animal 
names are used to refer to women. For example, Stacey thinks about her neighbor Tess, who 
often babysits Jen even if her parenting methods differ from Stacey’s. For this reason, Stacey 
later wonders “[w]hat cat noises go on in her head? Maybe none. […] Stacey, you rotten old 
bitch” (4). Stacey continuously refers to herself self-deprecatingly by “bitch”, “birdbrain” (24) 
or “hen” (36), which shows that the animalization of language is used to justify the 
submission of women or, in other words, to connect women to animals and thus establish 
their lesser position in the society. However, men are also referred to by animal names like 
“ape” (52) and “snake” (108) all indicating the negative connotation of the respective 
animals. Animal names are continuously used as insults, which is evidenced by the fact that 





Researching Margaret Laurence’s contribution to the development of Canadian literature 
proved to be a challenging task because only little research had been dedicated to Laurence 
in connection to ecofeminism. Greta Gaard’s guidelines for analyzing to which degree 
ecofeminist traits are expressed in a novel provided useful guidance for gaining additional 
insight into the novels and their message. The introductory overview of the more important 
traits of Canadian literature served as a starting point for researching Laurence’s opus, and a 
theoretical background against which the two selected novels could be analyzed. The novels 
A Jest of God and The Fire-Dwellers both exhibit certain elements of ecofeminist literature. 
They show areas to which ecofeminist theory should be applied in order to solve the existing 
social problems, such as the lost appreciation of the natural world, inequality in 
interpersonal relationships, and attitude to others. Using Gaard’s seven contours (defining 
nature, the Rubik’s cube of identity, eating, ability to express emotions/anger, the erotic, 
formal elements, and language) provided the following findings. Presentations of nature in 
Laurence’s novels and its literary value show an ecofeminist understanding of the natural 
world. Nature is appreciated by both protagonists, it is respected and its intrinsic value is 
important. Both Rachel and Stacey value the connections they share with the natural world 
and show an ethical and caring relationship towards it, which is typical of spiritual 
ecofeminism. Ecological awareness and dissatisfaction with the rapid changes in the 
environments are displayed in the novels. Nature in the novels is represented as a safe 
haven, as opposed to the urban environment, offering an escape, as well as an active subject 
– as animals, plants, wind, fire, and other natural elements show their independence and 
power, which also related to the Canadian understanding of nature evoking fear and respect 
due to it being the embodiment of the sublime. The Rubik’s cube of identity mostly 
highlights the position of women in the society where power relations and socially-
constructed gender roles control the lives of Manawaka’s former and current residents. Both 
novels are feminist novels in this respect, with Laurence herself confirming this view 
(Atwood, “Face” 44). This contour enabled the analysis of the society and the factors 
constituting an individual (gender, race, class, sexuality) and proved that hierarchy is 
demeaning and should be abolished – cultural diversity being praised instead. Laurence 
shows in her novels how discrimination and devaluation of the land are connected. The 
‘other’ (be it one of the poor, a member of a different race, etc.) is marginalized 
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intellectually and spatially, and forced to live in appalling conditions or in distant areas. 
Laurence included the marginalized other in her novels and gave them a voice to present 
their own reality. This is a step away from the dichotomy reinforcing false dualities and 
inaccurate power distribution, such as feminine/masculine, in which the male pole is 
believed to be more important, better, and is valued more highly. This is a belief that can be 
observed in the two novels, also. The third contour, the act of eating and preparing food, is 
used in the novels to highlight the subordinate situation women are in – they are restricted 
to the domestic sphere, their role is to prepare food and be satisfied with it. Stacey in The 
Fire-Dwellers sheds light on the split between the abundance of goods in the Western 
society and the countries fighting poverty. There, women face even greater difficulties, 
which is why the ecofeminist agenda to end all oppressions in order for the liberation to be 
successful is relevant to the novel. The analysis of the expression of emotions in the two 
novels, especially anger, shows that anger is denied to women in the majority of cases. They 
are unable to express their feelings, which shows that their ‘self’ and ‘other’ are still 
disconnected and on different hierarchical levels. Women’s true feelings are suppressed in 
order to fit the frame of social expectations. The analysis of the erotic shows that this 
contour is repressed in women in both novels. Sexual intercourse is representative of the 
general relationship between men and women of the society in the 1960s where a woman is 
clearly the subordinate gender. Sex in memories or fantasies is always more fulfilling to a 
woman than the one in real life, and it most commonly happens in the midst of unspoiled, 
pristine nature, which simultaneously enables reconnecting with the natural world as well. 
Rachel of A Jest of God is making small steps towards the ultimate ecofeminist goal – the 
interconnectedness of all forms of life (with her appreciation of nature) and acceptance of 
marginalized groups (with her respect to Nick’s heritage). However, the structure of the 
novel shows disconnection between herself and the real world because she lets herself be 
her true self only in her internal monologues. Stacey’s life is a similar story, with the majority 
of events happening only on the mental level. In terms of the last contour, language, an 
ecofeminist trait has been uncovered – in both literary works, language in used for 
naturalizing (animalizing) women and feminizing nature to reinforce the power relations in 
the society, which believes everything connected with the natural part of the world is 
worthy less than the cultural part.  
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Following this analysis, we are now in the position to determine whether either novel allows 
partial ecofeminist interpretation. Novels can undoubtedly be defined as feminist; however, 
the ecological side to them is not overtly expressed. Following Gaard’s seven contours I 
came to the conclusion that the novels contain some ecofeminist ideas, yet they cannot be 
marked as ecofeminist novels. All the same, Laurence contributed to promoting the 
ecofeminist message by exploring different ecofeminist issues and bringing awareness to 
them in her works even before the social movement was officially established. Margaret 
Laurence can be therefore described as one of the predecessors of Canadian ecofeminism. 
Literature is a strong medium, with a wide, international, and time-wise unlimited reach. 
This enables ideas present in literature to spread awareness of the pressing issues, 
encourage readers to become critically attentive to the situation, and become active in 
combating the issues. As a reader, I appreciate the thematic structure of the Manawaka 
series, because it openly criticizes the social patterns of the time. It presents issues which 
were later directly addressed by ecofeminist literature, showing that Laurence herself 
already anticipated social change. Even though the novels were written approximately 50 
years ago, they are still relevant as the same power relations and social hierarchies still 
govern the society, and with constant ecological obstacles, so is ecofeminism. Whether 
ecofeminism will be successful in achieving what feminism and ecological awareness have 
been trying to achieve for the last two centuries is unknown, but one thing is certain – until 
equal rights are established, social stratification is done away with, and value is restored to 
all constituents of the natural world, it will keep on trying through every possible channel: 





Ekofeminizem je smer feminizma, ki poskuša onemogočiti izkoriščanje žensk in narave, ki je 
prisotno v patriarhalni družbi temelječi na moči. Ekofeminizem verjame v povezanost 
celotnega sveta, živega in neživega, zato se mora odprava vseh vrst zatiranja zgoditi sočasno, 
če želi biti uspešna. Temelji namreč na prepričanju, da družbeni vzorci, ki omogočajo 
podrejanje žensk, omogočajo tudi druge vrste diskriminacije – rasizem, diskriminacijo, ki 
temelji na starosti, narodnosti ali socialnem statusu posameznika. Na tem mestu je svoj 
namen utemeljil tudi ekofeminizem, ki trdi, da je potrebna sočasna osvoboditev žensk in 
narave, saj je med obema oblikama nadvlade močna povezava. Družbeno gibanje, ki se je 
razvilo v 70. letih 20. stoletja, se je razširilo tudi na področje literature. Magistrsko delo se 
ukvarja z ekofeministično interpretacijo dveh romanov znane kanadske pisateljice Margaret 
Laurence ‒ A Jest of God in The Fire-Dwellers. Delo temelji na sedmih konturah, razvitih s 
strani pomembne (eko)feministične teoretičarke Grete Gaard, ki ekofeminizmu omogočajo 
kritično-literarni pristop. Omenjene konture so: definiranje narave, Rubikova kocka 
identitete, prehranjevanje, izražanje čustev/jeze, strukturni elementi dela in jezik. V 
magistrskem delu sem v analizi, ki je sledila splošni predstavitvi ekofeminizma, kanadske 
literature in Margaret Laurence, raziskovala, kako so v obeh romanih ta področja 
predstavljena in ali bralcu posredujejo ekofeministične ideje oz. razumevanje sveta. Tako 
sem lahko določila, ali je Margaret Laurence pripomogla k razvoju literarnega ekofeminizma 
v Kanadi, ki se je bolj očitno razvil v delih druge kanadske pisateljice Margaret Atwood. 
Analiza je pokazala, da so nekatera ekofeministična prepričanja prisotna v obeh izbranih 
romanih. Čeprav sta romana po svoji temi feministična, saj opozarjata na podrejenost žensk 
v družbi, se ekofeminizem glede na Gaardino teorijo kaže predvsem v odnosu do narave, 
onemogočenem izražanju čustev pri ženskah in v jeziku, v manjši meri pa tudi pri ostalih 
štirih konturah. Na podlagi izsledkov bi lahko potrdili, da je Laurence pripomogla k razvoju 
ekofeminizma, saj je ekofeministične ideje vključila v svoja romana, s čimer bi jo lahko 
označili tudi za eno izmed predhodnic literarnega ekofeminizma v Kanadi. K razvoju 
kanadske ekofeministične literature pa je največ doprinesla s širjenjem ženske problematike 
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